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Thursday a.m.
“WHIP! I GOTTA HAVE THAT torque wrench or I ain’t never gonna get this done.”
“Take a look in the far chest, Sunshine. The second drawer. I got it out of there earlier.”
“Well, it ain’t in there now. It ain’t in any of ’em. Drawers or chests. I done looked.”
Hunkered down outside the Corley Motors rig, the tractor-trailer used to haul “Bad Dog” Butch Corley’s dragster to National Hot Rod Association events, Trey “Whip” Davis straightened from where he’d been securing an extension cord against the movable race pit flooring, and mentally retraced the day’s steps.
He’d had the torque wrench with him when he’d grabbed for his BlackBerry to call Butch—the driver had been enjoying a late breakfast with his wife and son—only to realize he’d left the PDA on a shelf in the hauler’s workshop. He’d obviously set down the tool when he’d picked up the phone, but—crap on a cracker.
What was wrong with his head?
This wasn’t like him, being off kilter, disorganized, careless. He was making stupid mistakes. It had to stop. And it had to stop now. He headed for the racing trailer’s open door. “Take a break, guy. Grab a corndog. Get a cup of coffee. I’ll rustle it up.”
Sunshine got to his feet, twisted and stretched his stocky five-foot-seven frame, and gave Trey his trademark sunny smile—one that reddened his already ruddy complexion, which in turn made his blond eyebrows appear to have been bleached within an inch of their life. “Can’t turn down that million-dollar offer. See ya in a bit, Boss.”
Trey watched his assistant crew chief make his way toward the concession stands, zigzagging through the haulers, pop-ups and motor homes turning the Dahlia Speedway pits into a virtual campground.
The late morning sun shone off the reds and greens, and the blues and yellows of hundreds of logos decorating everything from trucks and T-shirts to ball caps and tattoos. Behind him, Trey knew, the snarling Corley bulldog, with its spiked silver collar, would be gleaming bright white against the backdrop of the team’s black trailer.
The vibrant colors, the beehive activity, the smells of exhaust and fuel as mechanics test-fired engines, the din of the fans whooping and hollering along with the jetlike roar—he would never tire of witnessing a dragstrip coming to life and was, in fact, going to miss it like hell while away.
When Corley Motors pulled out early Monday morning following this weekend’s Farron Fuel Spring Nationals, Sunshine would be taking over Trey’s crew chief duties—working with Butch on developing racing strategies and supervising the crew of mechanics who precision-tuned the engine for optimum performance.
It was a temporary arrangement only; Trey had made sure his crew and his driver understood he would be back. For now, however, he was staying in Dahlia—the town where he’d lived the first twenty years of his life. It was long past time to go through the paperwork and personal belongings he hadn’t touched in the six months since his father’s death from heart failure.
And since he rarely visited, he’d decided there was no reason to keep the house or the property he owned here. It held memories, sure, but he wasn’t the sentimental type that attached them to a place. He could think back to his childhood anytime he wanted to remember the past.
Unfortunately, getting the place fit for a buyer was going to require a hell of a lot of manual labor, and most of it would have to be his. He was the only one who would know what to keep, what to toss, what to store until he could make arrangements to sell or give away.
All that weight pressing down had everything to do with his mind being on the fritz. But clearing away those obligations was only one part of it. Solving the puzzle of why the hell, shortly before his death, his father had taken a swing at a pillar of the Dahlia community and nearly killed the older man’s son when he’d come to his defense was another.
Both had to be done if he intended to remain in the top fuel game. He did—leaving him no choice but to take this sabbatical.
It was either do so, or find himself canned as Butch Corley’s tuning boss, and he’d worked too hard to let that come to pass. No mechanic with a lick of sense wanted to work for a screwup. No driver worth his salt would let one near his car.
Knowing Sunshine couldn’t resist a conversation anymore than he could a corndog, Trey stepped up into the hauler’s workshop, figuring he had a free thirty minutes while the other man schmoozed the vendors setting up around the track.
The rest of the crew would be rolling in throughout the day to prepare for Friday’s first round of qualifying. There would be no downtime over the weekend; work would continue from dawn to dusk to dawn again, the team tweaking their formula to guarantee a “Bad Dog” performance the Corley fans wouldn’t forget.
This breather was the last one Trey figured he’d have until at least Sunday night. By the time Sunshine got back, all hands would be required on deck and—
“You know, the last time I saw you standing still, you had your pants around your ankles.”
What the hell?
“And it’s nice to see my memory hasn’t failed me. You do have a fantastic ass.”
Glowering, Trey turned. The woman in the doorway had the sun at her back, which put her face in shadow. It didn’t matter. He knew without question who it was standing there giving him the eye. Had known who was speaking the moment he’d first heard her voice.
That didn’t mean he was able to answer without taking a deep breath first. Seven years had done nothing to dull his body’s response to having her within reach. “Cardin Worth. It’s been a while.”
She wore black Converse sneakers, low-riding jeans, and a black Dahlia Speedway logo T-shirt. His pulse began to hum, but not because of the way she looked in her clothes.
Humming was what it had always done when she was around. What it had done even before the pants-around-his-ankles incident all those years ago. What it had done anytime he’d thought of her since.
He’d thought of her a lot. A whole hell of a lot. “How are you?”
Pulling off her sunglasses, she came further into the trailer, her long black ponytail swinging, her cheekbones more defined than he recalled. “I’m good, Trey. You?”
“The same.” He looked on as she laid down the glasses, as she picked up and fondled the wrench he’d come for. He’d always thought she had the most graceful hands, had always wanted her to touch him more than she had the night she’d caught him bare-assed. “What brings you out here so early on race weekend?”
“I’m actually looking for my grandfather.” Her gaze came up, intense, searching. “Have you seen him?”
“Jeb? No.” Trey shook his head. He hadn’t remembered her eyes being so blue. Her body being so…fine. But he finally did remember his manners. It didn’t matter that her grandfather was someone he really didn’t care to see. “Is he doing okay?”
A comma of a dimple teased one side of her mouth. “Flying as right as ever, thanks.”
“And you? You’re doing okay?” Because he sure as hell wasn’t.
Her smile took pity, her gaze softened. “We already did that part.”
“Right. Sorry. My mind’s—”
“On the race?”
Actually, it had gone back seven years to the night of the kegger celebrating her class’s high school graduation. The night of the pants-around-his-ankles incident. The night he’d backed her into the wall and listened to her breathe.
He still wondered how long she’d been standing there, why she’d stayed and watched instead of skittering away. If she’d been as turned on as he’d thought. If she dreamed about that night the way he did, for no reason that made any sense.
He cleared his throat, went back to what she’d asked him. “Yeah. Farron Fuels is always a big one for Butch.”
“For all of Dahlia,” she reminded him sagely, her hometown pride strong.
He nodded in response, knowing her family, along with the others whose businesses thrived on the income generated by visitors who’d come to the spring drag racing series to see “Bad Dog” Butch, would get the bad news soon enough.
Thanks to one Artie Buell, son of the local sheriff, who’d messed with Butch’s wife at a local watering hole where she’d stopped for a drink with Sunshine’s wife last night, this weekend’s Farron Fuels was the last one for Butch—who would’ve landed behind bars and had to forfeit the race if Trey and the others hadn’t kept him from kicking Artie’s ass.
Butch had no use for a town where a supposed upstanding citizen, one related to what passed for the law, didn’t know that a married woman’s no meant no. So this year’s race was it. Corley Motors, one of the biggest outfits in top fuel dragster racing, wouldn’t be coming back to the Dahlia Speedway.
And once he’d finished his business here and cut his personal ties with the town, that meant neither would Trey.
Cardin turned the torque wrench over in her hands, a thoughtful crease appearing between her arched brows. “It has to be strange to have grown up here, yet never visit. Except during the Farron Fuels.”
He wanted to tell her it wasn’t strange at all. That these days he didn’t think of Dahlia as anything more than another quarter mile strip of asphalt he needed to get his driver down as fast as he could. But he didn’t say anything, just waited for her to dig deeper for whatever it was she wanted.
She did, switching from a gentle trowel to a more painful pick. “Surely you miss seeing old friends? Spending time at home? Hanging out with Tater, as inseparable as you two were?”
He missed Tater, sure. They’d been best friends before either of them could spell his name. But the only thing that would’ve kept Trey here had never been his to come home to—even though she’d sought him out and was standing in front of him now.
And so he shook his head.
“Really?”
“Really.”
“Hmm.” Her tone said she didn’t believe him. “There’s not anything about Dahlia you miss?”
“Nope,” he said, and knew he lied.
“Or anyone?”
“Nope.” Another lie.
“Not even Kim Halton?”
Kim Halton had been the girl on her knees when his pants had been around his ankles. The girl who’d finished what she’d started, then left Trey alone to pull up, zip up and deal with the girl who had watched.
“There is one thing.”
“What’s that?”
“I miss seeing you.”
“Pfft.” She fluffed her fingers through her bangs, hiding behind her hair and her hand. “When did you ever see me before?”
He wondered if her refusal to look him in the eye meant her cool was all a ploy. Then he wondered how much of the truth she really wanted.
He went for broke. “You mean besides the time you stood there and watched Kim blow me?”
Color rose to bloom on her cheeks, but it was her only response until she gave a single nod.
That one was easy. “I saw you at school, in the halls, shaking your ass on the football field. I saw you every time I came into your family’s place for a burger or a beer.”
“That was a long time ago, Trey,” she said, her voice broadcasting her bafflement. “At least—”
“Seven years,” he finished for her.
Her frown was baffled, too. “You say that like you’ve kept track.”
“I have.” He knew exactly when he’d moved away from Dahlia. When he’d last seen her except in passing at the annual Farron Fuels.
“I don’t get it. You were two years ahead of me in school. We didn’t exchange more than a couple dozen words.”
Words had nothing to with the heat she’d stirred in him then. That she still stirred now, a stirring he felt as his blood flowed south. “So?”
“So, there’s no reason for you to miss seeing me.”
“None you can think of, you mean.”
“Whip—”
“Hold up.” He lifted a hand. “Forget about me missing you. Let’s talk about the nickname instead.”
That got her to laughing, a throaty, bluesy sound that tightened him up. “Hey, I had no idea it would stick. You can blame that on Tater.”
She returned the wrench to the shelf, her fingers lingering, her lashes as thick and dark as the bristles of an engine brush as she lifted her gaze coyly to his. “At least most people think it’s about you cracking the whip over your team.”
That was because most people hadn’t been there to hear the gossip about him whipping it out for Kim Halton.
He was lucky their secret had stayed close. That no one knew he couldn’t have cared less about Kim. That, instead, he’d wanted the girl watching from the doorway as Kim stroked him. The one too close to his doorway now.
He moved to block it. “I suppose it could’ve been worse.”
“You’re right.” She paused, added, “I could’ve called you…Speedy.”
Ouch. But he grinned. “Maybe I was wrong when I thought I’d missed seeing you.”
“I’d say that’s a distinct possibility.” Coy was gone, a come-on in its place. “Especially since I’m right here, and you’re still missing seeing me.”
He was pretty sure his definition of missing and hers of the same word were two different things. That didn’t mean she wasn’t right. That he wasn’t overlooking something vital.
He crossed his arms and widened his stance, furrowing his brow as he gave her an obvious once-over. “I’m seeing you now.”
Her tongue slicked quickly over her lips. “You’re too far away to see much of anything.”
There were less than three feet between them. He came closer, backing her into a waist-high storage locker. “Is this better?”
“You tell me,” she said.
He leaned in, flattened his palms on the stainless steel surface, one on either side of her hips, and hovered, her body heat rising, his breathing labored and giving him away. “Not as better as it needs to be.”
Her hesitation in replying wasn’t about uncertainty, or impropriety, but about making him sweat, making him wait, making him want and ache. He was doing all of those things, strangling on the tension that was thick in the trailer around them, and robbing him of his air.
Finally, she moved, her hands coming up, her palms pressing to his chest, her fingertips finding his nipples and rubbing circles where they dotted his shirt. He shuddered, and she tipped forward, nuzzling her nose to the hollow of his throat.
He closed his eyes, inhaled, caught the scent of her shampoo, of her sun-heated skin, of her perspiration that was sweet, a damp sheen. Keeping his hands to himself had seemed smart, but she made him too stupid to care about anything but taking up where seven years ago, they’d left off because they were too young to know better.
He held her upper arms, her shoulders, sliding his hands up her neck to cup her face, her cheeks, her jaw, sliding them down to her ribcage and over the sides of her breasts.
There was no sense in any of this, no reason, no rhyme. They hadn’t kept in touch since he’d pressed her into the wall with his body. They’d never talked about how close they’d come that night to tumbling into bed. He had no idea what had driven her here, and the climb of his temperature left him unable to figure it out, to do anything but feel.
She met his gaze, parted her lips, pushed up on her sneakered tiptoes to find his mouth. He bent to make it easy for her, but mostly he bent for himself. Her tongue slipped between his lips to tease and seduce and show him the years he’d missed out on.
He couldn’t let himself wonder about or regret any of that now because she was here, and he didn’t want to miss any of what was happening. Her hunger was that of a long separation, a desperation, neither which he understood or which fit.
What he did understand were her hands at his waist, tugging up his T-shirt, slipping beneath. Her fingers threaded into the hair on his belly, then through that on his chest. She toyed with his nipples, and drove him mad with wanting her.
He broke the kiss because he had to, and rested his mouth at the corner of hers to catch his breath, his control. Her lips parted. He felt the urgent beat of her heart all over. “Cardin, why are you here?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s been so long. I wasn’t sure. I need—”
“Yo! Whip! Where you at? You’ll never guess who I found holding a corndog in each hand.”
Sunshine was back, and Trey had no choice but to set Cardin away, his question unanswered, her reply incomplete. He looked down, trying to find something to clue him into the truth, seeing only the flush of her arousal.
His own strained obviously and would take time to calm. “We’ll finish this later.”
“Yo! Whip!”
“Be right there,” he called toward the still open door, smoothing down his shirt as Cardin checked that nothing was out of order. “You heard me, right?”
“That we’ll finish this later?” She nodded.
Good. But also…“And you’ll tell me then what you need?”
She didn’t answer. She brushed her mouth one last time against his before turning, snagging her sunglasses and hopping from the trailer to the ground.
Trey took another few seconds to gather himself, grabbed for the torque wrench and walked from the rig’s interior into the white-hot light of the sun.
He squinted, then shook his head at the irony of the interruption as he recognized Jeb Worth standing beside the four-wheeler with Sunshine. That settled one thing at least.
Cardin looking for her grandfather was not as far-fetched as Trey had thought. Whether or not finding Jeb was what had brought her to the Corley hauler was yet to be seen.
Trey had a feeling it was something a whole lot bigger—and with a whole lot more baggage—than that.
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Sunday p.m.
CARDIN SERENITY WORTH had lived her entire life in Dahlia, Tennessee. She’d sold Dixie cups of lemonade and Girl Scout cookies and fund-raising candy, tchotchkes and Christmas paper to half the folks in town.
She’d been a member of the Dahlia High School Darlings, high-kicking her way across the football field during three years of half-time shows, and a member of the local FFA, raising rabbits to show at county fairs.
She’d worked at Headlights, her family’s ice house, since she was old enough to pay taxes and social security on her wages, but had earned her allowance busing tables and sweeping peanut hulls from the floor before that.
She was twenty-five years old, a hometown girl known to one and all, and well aware that two decades from now, she would still be thought of as her father Eddie’s shadow, her mother Delta’s princess, and her grandpa Jeb’s pride and joy.
It came with being a Worth, a family that was as much a local fixture as the Dahlia Speedway, the drag-racing track where in less than two weeks, the whole town would switch gears from this weekend’s NHRA race to Dahlia’s annual Moonshine Run.
The midnight race was the only event in which Jeb still entered the car he called “White Lightning”—a nod to the years of Prohibition when her great-grandpa Orin’s moonshine had kept the folks in three counties from feeling any pain, while keeping his own family out of the poor house.
Right now, however, the race still on everyone’s mind—Cardin’s included—had featured top fuel dragsters: long, narrow purpose-built race cars with thin front tires that tore in a straight line down a length of the quarter mile track in under five seconds and at over three hundred miles an hour.
The Farron Fuel Spring Nationals had wrapped up earlier in the day, and the entire Corley Motors crew—” Bad Dog” Butch Corley having taken top honors again this year—was chowing down and raising hell at two of Headlights’ tables not fifteen feet from where she stood scooping crushed ice into red plastic tumblers for cokes and sweet tea.
Except it wasn’t the whole team causing her mouth to go dry, her palms to grow damp, her nape to tingle from the heat. It was one member, one man.
The man sitting at the far corner of the second table, the garage door style wall behind him rolled open to the early evening breeze.
The man polishing off the last ear of corn from the platter the group had ordered to go with their burgers, hot wings and pitchers of beer.
The man she’d thrown herself at three days ago and kissed with unheard of abandon as if she were a woman in love.
Trey Davis was the crew chief for Corley Motors. He was also Cardin’s counterpart: a hometown Dahlia boy. Granted, he hadn’t stayed in Dahlia the way she had; though he still owned property here, he only managed to visit during the spring drag racing series.
She liked to think his growing up here connected them. Trey knew what it was like to have sprouted from small town Tennessee roots, to be saddled with the stereotypes, the prejudices, the accent…the family that could drive a person mad.
And then there was that woman in love thing, and the possibility that what she felt for him wasn’t an “if”. The high school crush. The continuing infatuation. The way March roared in every year, a lion bringing with it the Farron Fuels and a chance to see him.
The way she felt like a lamb once he was gone—a victim of her own weakness because she’d been afraid to seek him out and talk to him about that night seven years ago…what they’d almost done, how the things he’d whispered had made her feel, the way she’d been unable to get him out of her mind since.
Because of all that, and because of their families’ shared history—Trey’s great-grandfather Emmett had been her great-grandfather Orin’s partner in the moonshine biz—she trusted him, and hoped his instincts could help her put an end to the Worth family feud.
It was obvious she couldn’t do it alone; Lord knew she’d tried to patch things up between her parents, to no avail. Eddie and Delta were now estranged. She’d tried, too, to smooth things over between her father and her grandpa Jeb, who’d stopped speaking to Eddie when he wouldn’t shut up about the fight that had nearly cost her father his life.
For a year she’d played the part of peacemaker, insisting her mother be understanding of her father’s moods; they’d come so close to losing him, after all. Insisting her father be patient, that his recovery would be a long process, not one with the overnight results he expected from his doctors and himself.
Insisting her grandpa cut his son a break and answer Eddie’s questions; he’d been the one to break up the fight before either of the other men got hurt…so, yes. He did have a right to know why Aubrey Davis had taken a swing at Jeb. And since that blow-up twelve months ago that sent Eddie to the hospital had involved Trey’s father, well, Cardin figured he owed her.
Of course, he was totally unaware of her plans to use him.
And she still wasn’t sure how to go about her…proposal.
During her Thursday visit to the Dahlia Speedway, she’d had no time to lay out for him her thoughts. All she’d managed to do was test the waters, see if the electricity that had always crackled between them was still there.
It was, burning as hot as the night his unyielding body pressed hers into the bedroom wall, trapping her, molded to her, an imprint she felt always and would never forget.
She shivered, silenced a moan. This was not a good time to be remembering the bristly sensation of his beard against her cheek, or the hardness of his bare chest beneath her hands.
But that was the direction her mind had decided to travel, following a map that took her imagination into territory that had her pulse thumping, her breath quickening, her belly growing taut…
“Cardin?”
“Hmm?”
“You didn’t leave any room for the drinks.”
“What?”
“The drinks. The ice. Cardin!”
Cardin pulled her attention from the hands holding the corn that she wished were holding her, and turned toward the biting voice and the woman with the teeth.
Sandy Larabie had been working at Headlights as long as Cardin. She was six years older, had two divorces under her belt, and was both the most caustic and well-tipped of all the ice house’s serving staff.
She nodded at the tumblers Cardin held, not a hair out of place in her big brassy ’do. “Get your head in the game. It’s hopping like hell bunnies in here.”
Cardin’s head was in the game. Just not the game Sandy was talking about. “Sorry. I got…distracted.”
Sandy scooped ice for her own drink order, following the direction of Cardin’s gaze. “You know he’s staying behind when the team checks out tomorrow, right?”
She did know. She’d even heard it earlier than most; as Dahlia’s unofficial herald, Jeb had his ear to the ground. She’d been surprised by the news, as had everyone, but the lead she’d gained from her grandpa’s announcement had given her time to put together her plan.
Too bad she’d got caught up in kissing Trey before she could explain it to him. Just seeing him again had unraveled her to the point of barely being able to think.
She turned to Sandy. “So I’ve heard. Hard to believe, isn’t it?”
Pop, pop went Sandy’s gum as she nodded. “Tater told me Whip’s taking a few months to get his place cleaned up and sold.” Winston Tate “Tater” Rawls, a mechanic at Morgan and Son Garage, had been Trey’s best friend in high school, and was Sandy’s newest boy toy.
“I don’t think Trey’s set foot on the property in a year, at least. I wonder how long he’ll be here.” Might as well see what else Sandy-by-way-of-Tater knew. The more information Cardin could sock away, the more convincing she’d be when she finally talked to Trey.
“According to Tater,” Sandy said, “Whip’s gonna join back up with the Corley team later this season. But since they’ve put the kibosh on coming back to the Speedway, I’d say this might be the last time we see him around here.”
Sandy spun away at the sound of the order bell, while Cardin just spun. She’d heard the rumors of Corley Motors blacklisting the Dahlia Speedway. The winning team was a Dahlia favorite and a huge draw; having one of their own working as crew chief was a highly prized bragging right.
But now with that moron Artie Buell having put the moves on Butch Corley’s wife, “Bad Dog” Butch was done with Dahlia. A shame, too, because the town needed the income generated by the big boys. Big boys like the team that employed the man she was about to ask to pose as her fiancé.
Both her parents and her grandpa Jeb needed to move beyond the hell of the last year, and get back to acting like a family. Her thinking was that introducing Trey as her fiancé would shake them out of their funk, would give them a new outlet for their focus, a common goal toward which they could pour their combined energies—that of doing all they could to break up the engagement.
Trey was Aubrey’s son. Aubrey who had taken a swing at Jeb. Aubrey who had sent Eddie to the hospital. Aubrey who had instigated a fight with an elderly man, and taken the genesis of his beef with Cardin’s grandpa to his grave. If the thought of her marrying Aubrey’s son didn’t shake them out of their blind self-absorption, she knew nothing ever would. This was a last-ditch effort, and an admittedly desperate one.
But there was more to her choice, to her plan. Trey was also the man Cardin hadn’t been able to get over in seven long years. She had to find out if what she felt for him was as real as her heart insisted it was, as real as her head told her every time she thought of him.
He’d been two years ahead of her in school, but since the teen crowd in Dahlia was small, they’d crossed paths regularly. At school functions. At sporting events. At parties classmates threw behind their parents’ backs.
Like Tater’s post-graduation kegger. Where Cardin had opened what she’d drunkenly mistaken for the bathroom door only to find herself looking into the master bedroom, and into Trey’s eyes. His pants had been around his ankles. And Kim Halton had been kneeling open-mouthed in front of him.
Cardin had been more tipsy than not, but Trey had been one-hundred percent sober. She’d seen it in his face when the light shining from the hallway spilled into the darkened room; it had exposed his raw emotions as fully as the part of his body she’d been certain he’d wanted her—and not Kim—to take care of.
She was twenty-five now, not eighteen, but she had yet to forget the way their eyes had connected, the intensity in his craving, the look that had beckoned her to wait, to stay, to want him the way he wanted her. She had waited. Wanted. Watched him while he’d come, knowing all the while he was imagining it was her hand stroking him, her lips sucking him, her tongue slicking over the head of his cock.
Kim had finished her, uh, service, caught sight of Cardin in the shadows, and smirked as she’d stormed out of the room, leaving Trey halfway dressed and Cardin’s cheeks to flame while she watched him tuck himself into his pants, while she listened to him curse in a voice harsh with anger.
Once he’d caught his breath and his composure, he’d come for her, swiftly, pressed the length of his body to the length of hers and told her to forget what she’d seen.
He’d toyed with a lock of her hair and asked her how she could smell like sunshine in the middle of the night. He’d stroked her throat from her chin to the hollow and told her she was softer than down. She’d stayed silent, shaken her head at his words, given in to a longing she didn’t understand and laid her hands on his chest.
His heart had pounded, a match to hers. His breathing had grown ragged and rushed. She had barely been able to think, or to swallow, or do more than chew at her bottom lip. He’d stopped her with his thumb, and the contact had sent her belly falling to her feet.
She’d moved one hand to hold his wrist, but her fingers didn’t fit around it. She felt his skin, his bones, the crisp hairs there, wondering at how human he felt to her touch. And so she’d touched more. The back of his hand, his nails, the pads of his fingertips, the dip between his forefinger and thumb.
She’d touched his face, found the bump where he’d broken his nose during football, learned the arch of his brows, his right that was especially wicked, the thickness of his lashes, the way his dimples deepened when he smiled. She’d threaded her fingers into his hair, and he’d turned his face to kiss her palm, holding her gaze while his tongue circled around and around on her skin, while his teeth took hold and marked her.
Nothing had been the same for her since.
Ridding herself of the disturbing musings with a very deep breath, on shaky legs Cardin delivered the drinks she’d taken too long to serve, apologizing to the family of four who were long past ready to eat. Once she had their order, she made a beeline for the kitchen and entered the menu items into the system that would queue them up for Eddie and his staff.
That done, she slipped away to the ladies’ room to check her face and hair. She needed to know if she looked the harried mess she felt before heading over to finish her business with Trey. He was here. She was here. Why wait?
Surprisingly, the reflection staring back at her wasn’t a harried mess at all. Yes, flyaway wisps of hair had escaped her ponytail to frame her face, and her cheeks were understandably flushed, but it was a sexy rather than flustered look, if she did say so herself.
The loosely rolled neckline of her Headlights T-shirt revealed her collarbone from shoulder to shoulder. The big, round lights of the truck-grill logo were strategically screen-printed to outline her breasts. It was cheesy, sure, but since this was Trey and her quest so important, Cardin was not above using her arsenal of female ammunition.
And with her long bare legs beneath her short denim skirt, her big baby blues and her 34Bs looking like Cs with help from Victoria’s Secret, she figured all angles—and curves—were covered.
Another steadying breath, and she headed back to the kitchen, bypassing the service window where orders sat waiting. Grabbing a clean platter, she ducked around the two high school kids who worked as dishwashers, and dodged Albert, the second shift cook, who was carting a tub of freshly ground beef from the walk-in refrigerator to his station.
With Albert’s hands full, Cardin didn’t have to worry about the retired and grizzled military man slapping her on the ass, and she reached her father unscathed. Holding out the platter for him to fill, she got straight to the point. “I need a half dozen ears of corn.”
Eddie Worth had been only eighteen when Cardin was born. Now separated from her mother, he was considered a very hot property by single women of all ages. He turned from stirring a big pot of chili, his blue eyes that he’d passed to his daughter twinkling. “This corn’s going out free of charge, I’m guessing? Since you’re back here after it yourself?”
“It is, yes. Compliments of the house.”
“Who are we complimenting this time?”
Cardin stuck out her tongue. “You say that like I give away food on a regular basis.”
“You do give away food on a regular basis.” He reached for a pair of heavy duty tongs, steam from the boiling vat clouding around his face and his already sweaty forehead. “I just like to know the who so I can puzzle out the why.”
Hmm. She didn’t really like the idea of her father puzzling out anything about her plans for Trey. “It’s for the Corley Motors table. They finished what they ordered, and I thought it would be nice to toss another platter their way. Butch won today, you know.”
Eddie dropped the sixth ear on the pile Cardin held and looked up at her from beneath his narrowed black brows. “Something tells me you’re not tossing anything at the whole team. And that Butch winning doesn’t matter to you any more than it does to me.”
And to Eddie, she knew, it didn’t matter at all. He’d gotten over racing when his accident left him unable to drive Jeb’s car. He’d gotten over Corley Motors at the same time because the team’s crew chief was the son of the man who’d almost killed him. “Okay. It’s for Trey. Happy now?”
“Happy that you’re singling out Whip? No.” He shook his head. “Not really.”
Cardin sighed her frustration. Her father could hold a grudge longer than anyone she knew. And a stupid grudge at that, since it had been Aubrey Davis—not Trey—who had put Eddie in the hospital. “Even if I were singling him out for more than a few ears of corn, you don’t have anything to worry about.”
Eddie went back to stirring the chili. “What part of that is supposed to make me feel better?”
It was hard, but Cardin managed not to strangle him. “The part where you remember all the things you taught me about dealing with men. The part where you remember that I can take care of myself. You can trust me, okay?”
The spoon stopped. The chili bubbled around it. “My trusting you doesn’t mean he won’t break your heart.”
“Oh, Daddy.” Cardin rubbed her cheek against her father’s shoulder as he stared down, reducing the fire on the stove when the chili started getting too hot. “No one is going to break my heart. I won’t let them. And that includes Trey Davis.”
Eddie took a minute to shake it off, then he banged the spoon against the side of the pot and used it instead of his finger to point. “I’m going to remind you of that when you come to me with tears in your eyes because he has. Now get that corn out there before it’s too cold to melt butter.”
With a quick kiss to Eddie’s stubble-covered cheek, Cardin was off, dodging Albert’s hands, the dishwashers’ sudsy puddles, and Sandy’s biting tongue—the other woman snapping about Cardin expecting her tables to be covered while she was off doing God knew what.
It hadn’t been that long, and Cardin was well aware that she needed to get back to work, but if she didn’t snag Trey’s attention now, she’d have to hope for—or manufacture—another opportunity. Waiting would be a waste of the time he would be in Dahlia, and this trip would very likely be his last.
She was only halfway there when he saw her coming. He was leaning on one elbow, his beer mug palmed in his hand, listening to one of his tablemates tell a whopper of a story when he caught her eye. It was a live-wire jolt, the way their gazes fused, and she had to step carefully since she couldn’t see a thing in her path.
Reaching the end of the row of tables, she turned the corner, vaguely aware that the men had gone silent and all eyes were on her. She couldn’t let herself wonder what they were thinking or care about that now. Trey was waiting, his dark eyes broadcasting his curiosity and a much more personal interest.
Good. That’s what she wanted. To see she wasn’t alone in feeling this connection, the one driving her impulsive actions and the staccato beat of her heart.
With the television mounted high in the corner playing clips from today’s Farron Fuels, she stopped at his side, set the platter of still steaming and sweet smelling corn in front of him, reached across him for the salt, pepper, and bowl of softened butter balls, pulling them close.
And then with a tingling rush of heat tightening her to the core, she leaned in, her breasts brushing his shoulder as she whispered for his hearing alone, “I’m ready to tell you what I need.”
She didn’t wait for him to respond, but walked away, smiling to herself at the catcalls and raucous whooping-it-up that erupted at the table behind her.
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“C’MON, WHIP. What did she say?”
“Yeah, man. Don’t leave us hanging.”
“I tell ya. That little gal can whisper sweet nothings in my ear anytime she wants. ’Course I’d have to explain to the wife that whispering was the only thing going on.”
“Look at yourself, Sunshine. Now look at that little gal. You’d have a hard time convincing anybody that something more was.”
While the wolf whistles accompanied Cardin to the kitchen, the digs, jabs and good ol’ boy ridicule continued around the table. Ignoring the noise, Trey watched over the heads of dozens of customers, his gaze following her until she pushed through the swinging saloon doors, her dark ponytail bobbing as she crossed behind the order window and disappeared from sight.
Only then did he think about breathing again, or respond to the ribbing his crew members were killing themselves over. The group of men he worked with were also his friends. He could take whatever they dished out, could dish it right back, tit for tat.
But he had absolutely no intention of repeating what Cardin had said to anyone, dead or alive. Not when he was about to find out why she’d come to see him the other day at the hauler.
He set down his beer mug, wiped his mouth and hands on one of the towelettes Headlights provided, then slapped the table and got to his feet. “If you boys will ’scuse me, some unexpected business has just come up. I’ll catch up with y’all later.”
“What kind of business would that be, coming up?”
“Sure you don’t need some help with whatever it is?”
“Holler if you do. The wife’s pretty understanding when it comes to helping out a friend.”
“I know your wife, Sunshine. I don’t think she’d be anything close to understanding about you helping out yourself.”
Trey waved one hand and ignored the lot of ’em, winding his way through the tables, dodging serving trays and customers and kids running wild. Kenny Chesney on the jukebox singing about his sexy tractor added to the din. He wanted to catch Cardin before she ditched him for work; with a crowd this rowdy, he figured that scenario was seconds from coming to pass.
At the swinging doors, he gave a smile to the waitress with the big mouth and big hair who told him he wasn’t allowed in the kitchen. He looked toward the grill, the fryers, the freezer, the fridge, searching for Cardin…nothing. Staff scurried like ants on a hill, but she was nowhere to be seen.
Her father was, however.
“Hello, Whip.” Eddie Worth was as tall as Trey, as strong as Trey, and sixteen years more clever. His eyes saw all. His keen wit missed nothing. He wasn’t anyone a smart man messed with.
“Hello, Eddie.” Trey shook Cardin’s father’s hand. It was hard to know what else to say when Eddie was obviously well aware of what had brought Trey into the back. “How’ve you been?”
“I’ve been fine.” He held on to Trey’s hand as he added, “Sorry to hear about your dad.”
Though his dad was the one who’d put Eddie in the hospital and there wasn’t any love there lost, Trey acknowledged the condolence with a nod. He’d had six months to put it behind him. “Thanks. It was, uh, rough there for a bit, dealing with the funeral and all.”
“But things are better now?”
Another nod. It was an easier response than explaining what he needed to make things even better than they were.
“That’s good. That’s good.” Eddie crossed his arms, a dish towel slung over one shoulder. “And I hear you’re going to get your place ready to sell?”
Another something Eddie no doubt thought was good. Trey stood his ground. “This economy, it might take awhile, but holding on to it doesn’t make much sense considering I’m never here.”
He imagined his never being here was also to Eddie’s liking. Trey was his father’s son after all.
“Well, I hope it all works out,” Eddie said, stepping back, but adding before he turned to go, “I guess you’re looking for Cardin?”
“I am. Yes, sir.”
“She’s out back.” Eddie gestured toward the door. “Took a load of trash to the Dumpster.”
“Thank you, sir. Good to see you again,” Trey said, then made his way to the exit, feeling the heat of Eddie’s gaze boring into his back. He’d deal with Eddie and Jeb and the cause of the fight with his father later. Right now, he had other things on his mind.
Outside, he found Cardin wrestling a huge black trash bag out of an equally huge gray plastic can. She didn’t notice him there, and as much as he wanted to help, he waited, looking on as she scrunched up her face and rocked the bag side to side, working to dislodge the items wedged against the sides of the container.
He watched the flex of muscles in her arms and shoulders, the tendons in her neck as she tugged. He watched her frustration mount, her frown deepen, her aggravation grow until disgust took its place.
She stopped then, blew a puff of air up at her bangs, stretched her back and groaned. She was still unaware of his presence. He knew that because when she swiped her wrist across her forehead and saw him leaning against the building, she straightened, stiffened and glared.
“How long have you been standing there?”
He liked that she wasn’t wearing her sunglasses this time. Her eyes were so blue, full of such life, and though he’d expected to see anger, he hadn’t been ready for the thrill he saw in them. He wondered if it was a reflection of his own.
“Well?” she prompted.
He pushed away from his perch. “Long enough to see that you could use some help.”
“Just not to offer it?” When he shrugged, she added, “In that case, I’m sorry I wasted the corn.”
“Trust me. The corn was no waste,” he said, making his way slowly to where she stood.
She watched him approach, her fingers tightening on the bag, crinkling the plastic, stretching it, piercing through. The set of her shoulders grew taut as he neared. Her pulse was visible in her throat. “Then brace this here so I can get the trash out and get back to work.”
He stopped in front of her, planted his palms on the can’s rim and used his weight as an anchor, leaning forward into her space. He smelled sunshine, sweat and cooking smoke, and wanted to be closer still. “This is certainly not the reception I was expecting.”
“Sorry.” She jerked the bag free, and hauled it toward her. “I’m not my best when surrounded by garbage.”
The trash in one hand, she climbed onto an empty crate, lifting the Dumpster lid and tossing the bag inside. Once again on the ground, she dusted her hands together, keeping the can between them as a buffer. “Thank you.”
Trey took a minute, cleared his throat. His mind’s eye was still looking up her short skirt and at her black panties. “Can we get to what you need now?”
He could’ve stepped around the can, shoved it to the side and out of the way. He could’ve reached for her the way she’d reached for him that day in the hauler, wrapped her close and finished what they’d left undone that night he’d pinned her against him as long as he could. But this ball was in her court, and he would play by her rules for now.
She considered him closely, dodging his question as if not sure how to answer, and asked him one of her own. “What made you decide to sell your place?”
He pushed up from the can to stand straight. “You heard about that, did you?”
“Everyone in town has heard about it. You know how Dahlia is.”
He knew well, and that was part of the reason he was cutting his ties. He was tired of everyone being in his business. “Dad’s gone now, and I spend most of my time on the road. I figured it was the best solution.”
“But then you won’t have a home.”
He ignored what looked like sadness—was it sympathy? Pity maybe?—in her eyes. He crossed his arms over his chest. “Home is where the heart is. Isn’t that what they say?”
“Do you need help?”
He frowned. “What?”
“I’m happy to give you a hand. Packing, organizing, tossing out trash.” Her mouth twisted as she gestured over her shoulder with her thumb. “I’m good with trash.”
Huh. This wasn’t what he’d expected to hear when he’d decided to hunt her down. “Is that why you came to see me the other day? You’re offering to help me get things ready to sell?”
Again she avoided a straight answer. “I’ve seen your family’s place, Trey. That’s a lot of work for one person.”
She was right. Making order out of the chaos left behind at his childhood home was not a one-man job—not if that man didn’t want to spend an eternity living in his past. Not that it was such a bad place to be. He just liked the here and now a whole lot more.
As an only child with two working parents, he’d spent a lot of time with a sitter until he’d been old enough to stay alone. By the time he was twelve, his mother had split, leaving him and his father in each other’s care. He’d hated her for leaving, until he’d learned of his father’s indiscretion. Then he’d decided the hate was a waste since both of his parents had done wrong.
But he didn’t believe for a moment Cardin had him out here to talk about his plans for his property. “You’re welcome to help, but I gotta know. What’s behind the offer?”
“What do you mean?” she asked, affecting a frown that raised his suspicions not already at full mast.
“What do you want from me, Cardin?” he asked, taking hold of the lip of the can and spinning it out of the way, leaving the space between them filled only with a tension that lived and breathed. “Because I can’t imagine it’s the same thing I want from you—no matter the message you delivered with the corn.”
She licked her lips as she looked away, lifted her chin as she looked back. “If you take me up on my offer, you’ll find out, won’t you?”
Trey pulled in a deep breath, blew out a sigh. Her rules, he reminded himself. Her rules. And since he wasn’t getting anywhere today…“What about your hours here? Don’t you work pretty much full time?”
“I do, but I have connections.” Her smile punched him in the gut, and he was already aching. “The boss won’t mind scheduling around me.”
In that case, he wasn’t going to say no. “You wanna start tomorrow? I figured I’d tackle the outbuildings first. See what’s worth selling. Burn the rest, and haul what won’t burn to the dump.”
“Sure. I’ll talk to Jeb about using his truck. He gets a kick out of driving my Mini.”
Trey tried to picture the wide shoulders, six feet two inches, and prominent paunch of Cardin’s grandfather behind the wheel of her red Mini Cooper convertible and had not a bit of luck. “That I’d pay to see.”
“Then I’ll get him to quote you a price.”
Funny girl. He took a step toward her. “Say eight o’clock then? Or do you need more beauty sleep than that?”
“I’m okay on the beauty sleep, don’t you think?”
Cocky girl. A second step. “Could be you’ve had too much already. Could be an early morning would be good for you. Say…seven?”
“If I didn’t have so far to drive, we could get started at six.”
Brave girl. He took a third. “You looking to spend the night?”
“I might consider it,” she said, wetting her lips—and causing his head to blow a fuse.
Fuses elsewhere were inches from overload. “I’ve been at the track since I got here. I’m not sure there’s a mattress worth sleeping on at the house, but I do have a second sleeping bag in my gear.”
“Sounds great. We can stack them and spread them out. Or even zip them together.”
“Don’t toy with me, sweetheart.” Another step, and their thighs brushed. “I might think you’re actually of a mind to see to our unfinished business.”
“Do we have unfinished business?” she asked, backing away.
He followed. She stayed. “Cardin? Toying?”
“Now that you mention it, there is something I’ve always wanted to ask you.”
“So ask me.” He was willing to give her any answer she wanted as long as it meant he could touch more of her, and do so with something other than his denim-covered thighs.
“It’s about Tater’s kegger.”
“What about it?” As if he didn’t know.
“When I saw you…” She let the sentence trail and backed into the rear wall of the ice house.
“With Kim?”
She nodded. “What were you thinking?”
Hands at his hips, he snorted. “There wasn’t much thinking going on there.”
“I know that, but I’ve always wondered if your mind wasn’t on me…instead of Kim.”
What was he supposed to say to that? Admit the truth? Tell her that he had trouble remembering that Kim had been there at all? That his mind saw only the look of fascination that had been on her face? That even now he could feel how firm her breasts, how hard her nipples had felt against his chest?
“I’m thinking about you now. That’s all that matters.” He pressed his body to hers finally—finally!—raising her hands and pinning them to the wall. Then he lowered his head and nuzzled his cheek to her jaw, finding her earlobe and nipping it, nipping it again when she groaned.
“It’s softer than I thought it would be. Your beard stubble.”
The last time they’d been this close, he’d been fresh from the shower. “I need to shave.”
“No. Don’t. Not until I get a chance to feel more.”
This time Trey was the one to groan. Two sleeping bags zipped together. Her skin smelling like the sun. Crap on a pinhead, and he was supposed to wait? “Are you talking about now? Or are you talking about tonight?”
“I’m talking about anytime you want me.”
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IF CARDIN WASN’T CAREFUL, kissing Trey Davis was going to become her favorite pastime, and she would forget all the other things she needed his help to accomplish. But right now? All she wanted was this kiss.
Like the one in the Corley trailer, this one wasn’t perfect. It couldn’t be; it was stolen, desperate, next to a Dumpster against the ice house’s back wall. Anyone could come along at any moment…
She increased the pressure of her lips on his, pulling him in, needing him nearer to have her way. His mouth was warm, tasting of butter and salt and yeasty beer. His hands holding hers above her head were possessive and strong, and being his captive thrilled her.
He angled his head in one direction, she angled hers the other, fitting against him to deepen the tangle of their tongues, the crush of their lips. The heat deepened, too, as did the beating of hummingbird wings in her belly.
He saw to the close fit of everything else; the threading of their fingers, her hands pressed to the wall, the in and out weaving of their thighs, their flush torsos. She felt as if she was the tiniest thing beneath him, hiding in the shadow of his shoulders, disappearing behind his breadth.
He felt like hard work, and smelled like clean clothes and fresh country air. He was everything a girl could want in a guy, and more than most would get. He was decent, honest, a good man. She’d wanted him since high school, and was close to admitting she had been a little in love with him all this time.
She nuzzled his ear, whispered, “Trey?”
“Hmm?”
“Will you marry me?”
 
TREY JUMPED BACK AS IF Cardin had jabbed him with a cattle prod. Not exactly the response she’d hoped for, but then he hadn’t given her time to explain.
“That didn’t come out exactly right,” she heard herself saying, though she supposed even had she used the words she’d carefully thought through and planned for her proposal, it would still have been an unexpected shock.
“I goddamn hope not,” Trey said, his hands at his hips, the furrow of his frown deep enough to get lost in. “Marriage is the last thing I’m looking for.”
“Oh, me either,” she hurried to assure him, thinking the frown and the “goddamn” were a little over the top.
He blinked, blinked again. Shook his head. “You just proposed.”
“You’re right. I did.” She held up one hand, then rolled her fingers into a fist of frustration, wondering if punching herself would help. She didn’t want to screw this up any more than she already had. “But it’s not what you’re thinking.”
“So you didn’t mean it?” Trey rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “It just…slipped out?”
Oh, yeah. This was going just great. She blew air up into her bangs. “Let me try this again. Trey, how would you feel about posing as my fiancé while you’re here? No permanent strings. No hard feelings when you leave.”
He was looking at her as if she’d grown a second head. “I’m going to need a whole lot more than that before I can figure out what you’re asking here, much less give you an answer. Is there a beginning where you can start? I mean, with our families’ history, who would believe for a minute that you and I were engaged?”
Their families’ recent history was at the root of as many of his problems as her own. She was Juliet to his Romeo. A Hatfield to his McCoy. But right now, her family was at risk of imploding. “If I start at the beginning, I’ll have to go back to the days when our great-grandfathers ran moonshine, so why don’t I start with the fight between your father and mine?”
Trey’s scowl darkened. “The one where Eddie got all busted up?”
“Exactly,” Cardin said. “A broken hip, a broken leg. Pins holding him together.”
Trey went on the defensive. “Even Eddie said that was an accident.”
“Guess what? I don’t care. All I know is my family went nuts after the fight. No one talks about anything except work, and they only do that while at work.” She pressed the heels of her palms to her eyes for a moment, hoping to stave off the stress headache bearing down.
It didn’t work. Surprise, surprise. Her temples pounding, she went on. “It’s like Headlights is one big eggshell now, and I can’t deal with it anymore. I just can’t. If things don’t get back to some semblance of normal, I’ll have to leave town before I lose what’s left of my mind. Seriously.”
“And since my father was involved, you want me to help you settle your family’s feud?”
“Give the man a cigar,” she said, and punched him in the shoulder.
Frowning, he rubbed at the injury that really wasn’t one. “How long is this engagement thing going to take you to explain? I’ve got to get back to the Speedway and pack up the hauler. The team’s hitting the road at first light.”
Wow. He hadn’t said no. Initial hurdle cleared. “It’ll take longer than either one of us has now, that’s for sure.”
“My place tonight, then?” he asked after studying her for several long seconds, the light returning to his eyes, the dimples to his cheeks. “Or was the offer to help me mock foreplay? You know, to get me on board with the mock engagement?”
“What time do you want me there?” was her only response. She didn’t think it would be a very good idea to talk about foreplay when they were only minutes separated from that kiss.
He grabbed his BlackBerry from his waist and glanced at the screen. “It’s already six. I might not get out there till ten.”
“Then I’ll be there at ten. With Jeb’s truck, if I can get it.” She waited for him to come back with something about sleeping arrangements, the lack of mattresses, his camping gear, her suggestion that they zip two bags into one.
But he didn’t. He just nodded, contemplating something she was certain had to do with her, but keeping his thoughts to himself.
She stared into his eyes, and realized she didn’t need to hear him say anything at all. She could see the way he wanted her in his expression. Could read the story of his desire in the language of his body.
He hovered close, his chest rising and falling more rapidly than just moments ago. She expected him to lean in and continue the kiss, to lift her short skirt and explore.
He did neither, smiling as he took a step back, as he raised one hand, a temporary farewell to hold them until later. It made her stomach flip, that smile, so lazy, so sure.
She leaned against the wall of the ice house and watched him go, wondering if she’d bitten off more than she could chew—and if she’d come out the other side of this adventure the same person she was now.
 
TREY DIDN’T THINK HE WOULD ever finish closing up shop and making his escape from the Speedway. Sales by the track vendors were winding down, and most were engaged in the same sort of packing up as the Corley team. That didn’t mean there wasn’t plenty of action happening all around.
Smoke from charcoal fires lifted the aromas of bratwurst and burgers into the air, and the same wind carried the music of slide guitars, fiddles and accordions to appreciative ears. Monday morning was going to come a whole lot earlier than a lot of the beer-drinking, barbecue-eating, hard-partying folks in the pits would be ready for.
Trey couldn’t have cared less about Monday morning. He was waiting for ten o’clock tonight, the hour he’d finally get Cardin Worth alone. No pit crew to interrupt. No family hovering. No one but the two of them. Just him. Just her. Just like it had been seven years ago the night she’d left an imprint he’d never been able to shake.
But as ready as he was to have Cardin to himself, this trip was about more than getting laid. A big part of Trey’s temporary homecoming was to dig into the fight between his father and Jeb. The one that had sent Eddie Worth to the hospital after being slammed to the floor of the slicker hole—the oil changing pit in Morgan and Son’s garage.
The same fight Cardin had said made everything in her life go wrong.
He couldn’t say his life had been left unchanged, either.
A year ago this month, the fight had brought him back to Dahlia. When he’d left a week later, he’d owned his family’s home, buying the place from his father for the price of a beer, and paying off the huge gambling debt Aubrey had racked up in the years since Trey had hired on as a mechanic for Butch Corley and split.
Trey hadn’t even known about the gambling debt when the sheriff’s office had called to let him know about Aubrey’s arrest for assault. It had been after he’d settled things and was on his way out of town that he’d learned the full truth of the trouble his father was in. He’d stopped by the track to see Tater, who worked on site there with Trey’s father at Morgan and Son’s garage, and heard the story straight from his best friend’s mouth.
Trey hadn’t even hesitated, but turned and driven straight back to the house, striking a deal with his dad: Aubrey turned over the house, the barn, the five acres to Trey, and Trey paid off the damage Aubrey had done—as long as Aubrey left Dahlia and found a job in a town without the temptation of a track.
Sure, Trey’s father could’ve gone to Vegas, gambled online, found bookies anywhere to take a bet. But looking like a broken man, Aubrey had sworn he would do what Trey asked, thanking his son for having faith and staying true, for helping him in his time of need.
All of that had happened almost a year ago. Even so, Trey couldn’t help wonder if Aubrey losing everything he had left and being forced to move on hadn’t contributed to his decline, and six months later, his death. Or if the damage to his heart had been years in the making, and it simply his time to go.
Shaking off thoughts of his loss, Trey unlocked his pickup’s retracting bed cover and started sorting through his supplies. Knowing he could pick up what he needed in the way of tools, building materials, fuel and food in town, he’d packed only his laptop, his camping gear, his clothes and essentials.
No one had been living in the house for a year, and though he’d hired Beau Stillwell to keep the place from falling down, he had no idea what condition it was in. It didn’t matter. He wanted to stay on site. And if he had to camp out to do it, he was ready.
“Looks like you’re set for some kind of vacation.”
Trey looked up, and saw Jeb Worth standing a couple of feet away in the shadows cast by the truck that pulled the Corley hauler. “A change of scenery. A temporary change of vocation. But not much in the way of relaxation or time off.”
“You don’t have to stay out at your place.” Even at this late hour, Jeb’s crisp white shirt tucked into khaki pants worn with a cowboy hat and boots painted a picture of the lawman he should have been. “You’re welcome to stay at the house. We’ve got plenty of room.”
Trey wanted to sleep with this man’s granddaughter. There was no way he was going to stay at his house. He turned around, leaned against the open tailgate, the heels of his hands curled over the cool metal at his hips. “It’ll be easier if I stay out there. I’ll save gas and time not having to drive back and forth.”
Jeb nodded. “Any idea how long you’ll be in Dahlia?”
“As long as it takes to get the place ready to sell. Since I’m doing most of it on my own…” Trey stopped, wondering what Cardin’s grandfather would think were he to learn of her offer to help. Wondered, too, if the older man secretly harbored any hard feelings toward him because of the fight his father had started, a fight that had seriously injured Jeb’s son. “It’ll take as long as it takes, I guess. Depends on how fast I do the work.”
“So you’ll still be here in a couple of weeks.”
“Yeah, I’m not that fast,” Trey said, hoping he hadn’t read Cardin wrong and that he’d be spending a lot of what he’d planned as work hours otherwise engaged.
Jeb glanced toward the racing rig where Sunshine was dismantling the pop-up under which the crew worked on the car between heats. “I’ve got a ’69 Chevy Nova SS with Crane lifters, an Eagle 4340 Nitrated Pro Crank, and more goodies than you can shake a stick at sitting in the garage behind my house.”
Interesting. Trey crossed his feet at the ankles. “That so.”
Jeb nodded, still looking away. “Eddie’s always driven it for me in the Moonshine Run. Doesn’t look like he’s going to be doing that anymore.”
Was Jeb here to blame Trey for what Aubrey had done? Putting Eddie out of commission and leaving Jeb without a driver for the annual event? He kept silent rather than broach a subject he wasn’t sure was on the other man’s mind.
“The car’s won the last six out of seven years. It would be a shame not to run it this one.”
Trey knew the legend of the Moonshine Run. Hell, his great-grandfather, Emmett Davis, had been one of the moonshiners to draw the attention of the gangster Diamond Dutch Boyle. Jeb’s father, Orin Worth, had been Emmett’s partner in crime, and Boyle had hunted the two of them like dogs in his effort to put an end to their enterprise that had encroached on his.
The whole town knew that Jeb, at fourteen, had found the gangster’s ’32 Plymouth at the bottom of the LaBrecque ravine. The car had been there since before he was born, having crashed down the mountain during a wild and wooly midnight chase. Rumors that a fortune in diamonds were lost along with the car and Dutch Boyle had been circulating just as long.
Jeb had sworn since being told the story of the gangster’s disappearance that he’d find it. He had. And brought up the car’s two headlights from the bottom of the ravine as proof. Those same two headlights now hung on the plaque in the entryway of their namesake ice house, the inscription between them reading, “A wrong turn can be the downfall of anyone.”
Trey had always wondered if the epitaph meant something special to Jeb.
“I was going to ask you about it the other morning in the pits. But never got the chance.”
Trey frowned. What had he missed? “You were going to ask me what?”
“About driving White Lightning in the Moonshine Run.” Jeb turned toward him, pushing his hat a couple of inches up his forehead.
Ah, finally. The point. “I don’t know. I’m not a driver.”
“You know how to drive. You know cars.”
He knew both, had driven more cars than Butch Corley’s in his time. He just didn’t know why Jeb would ask him of all people. “Why not get Tater to drive?”
“Because I want you.”
A loud crash came from the other side of the hauler, followed by Sunshine yelling at someone to watch the hell where he was going. “I don’t know your car. I’d have to look it over. Take it down the track first.”
“You’ll do it then.”
Trey laughed. “Now, I didn’t say that. But I will think about it.”
Jeb nodded as if that was good enough. “Don’t be a stranger while you’re in town. As many meals as you can eat are on the house at Headlights.”
“Thank you, sir. I’ll definitely take you up on that.”
“Good showin’ today, by the way. I never thought Bad Dog would hit three-twenty on that track.”
“The amount of time I’ve spent on that engine? I was hoping for better,” Trey said, thinking he should grab his fireproof driving gear before the hauler pulled out, just in case.
“I knew you were the right man for the job,” Jeb said, patting Trey’s shoulder before walking away, leaving Trey to wonder if Cardin’s grandfather wanted more from him than his skills as a mechanic—and what the hell it could be?
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DELTA WORTH DIDN’T THINK there WAS any job in the world more boring than keeping a business’s books, and she’d been doing Headlights’ accounting long enough to hold stock in her own opinion.
Oh, she took the occasional break to schedule employee work hours and meet with restaurant vendors hawking their wares. But since she did it all from her small windowless office tucked between the kitchen and the restrooms, the breaks in her routine didn’t feel like breaks at all.
And it didn’t help that she was still working up to seven days a week with her estranged husband a closed door away.
Pushing out of her chair, she circled the desk to the corner file cabinet where she jammed the folder of reconciled bank statements into its top drawer slot, breaking one of the nails she’d just had done at Lila’s in the process. She and Eddie were going to have to resolve this thing between them—and soon.
Not only could she not afford the abuse to her manicure, she didn’t want to spend more time than she had to living in her daughter’s apartment—and she was quite sure Cardin was ready to get away from the house she’d already moved out of once.
Living with Eddie and Jeb for eighteen years would be enough for any young girl. Delta had made it twenty-six years before she couldn’t take it anymore—though if Aubrey Davis hadn’t turned her whole family end over end, she would likely have stayed until the Mississippi ran dry. And probably to her own detriment, she mused with no small amount of self-deprecation.
Grabbing their produce supplier’s vendor file and returning to her chair, she forced herself to admit she was as set in her ways as the men in her family; more than once she’d wondered how much of the trait was inherent personality, and how much she could blame on having married into the Worths.
A knock on her door stopped her from doing more with the folder than setting it on her desk. “Come in.”
Ah, Eddie. The last person she wanted to see. He tossed his hand towel over his shoulder, and leaned against her door jamb, arms and ankles crossed. The noise from the dining room flooded her small office, but asking Eddie to close the door meant he would have to move.
And she’d been lying to herself when she said he was the last person she wanted to see.
Looking at him now—his blue eyes bright, his black hair too long, his beard stubble way too sexy—had her stomach tumbling just as powerfully as it had the day he’d walked up to her at the Speedway, and licked her cone’s melted ice cream from her thumb.
She dropped into her chair, hating that he was her weakness.
“Why are you here, D? It’s Sunday. Your day off.”
Thanks. Way to rub salt in the wound of her having no life since she’d left him. “I had a few things I wanted to catch up on before tomorrow.”
Eddie frowned, the lines at the corners of his eyes deepening. “What’s going on tomorrow?”
“It’s Monday,” she reminded him, resisting the urge to get up and smooth her thumb from the fringe of his lashes to his temple. “Monday’s always insane. You know that.”
“I do,” he said, pushing away from the door and closing it behind him. The chatter from outside was silenced, and the room became a cocoon. “I also know you’ve been here too many weekends lately. What gives?”
He grabbed for the only other chair in the office—a molded plastic waiting room number—stepped around it, straddled the seat, and took it over. That’s what had gotten to her all those years ago. The way he took over. A chair, a conversation, an ice cream cone.
There was no way she was going to tell him she was here because he was. He’d take over then and demand she come home.
“Am I hearing you right? Eddie Worth questioning an employee for putting in extra hours?” She crossed her arms, crossed her legs, sat stiffly in her seat.
Eddie spread his legs and slouched farther in his. “You’re not an employee, D. You’re family, and you know it.”
She was a Worth in name only, one who had moved out and left her husband because she couldn’t take his silences—or his rage—anymore.
“Did you want something, Eddie?” Besides to sit there and make it hard to remember how bad things were?
“Yeah, actually. It’s Cardin. She’s out back.”
He wasn’t worried, so Delta knew there was no reason for her to be. “And?”
“With Whip Davis.”
Ah, well, now she understood why Eddie was here. God forbid their daughter become involved with a Davis. Though to be honest, Delta wasn’t overjoyed with the news. She wanted better for Cardin than a life spent on the road, a life not her own, but Whip’s.
“If you’re worried, why aren’t you out there playing chaperone?” she finally asked, realizing she’d been lost in thought way too long, and Eddie had been staring at her all the while.
“Because Cardin’s twenty-five, making Whip twenty-seven, and I remember being that age.”
What he meant was he remembered being seventeen and not even out of high school, and then by eighteen, both a husband and a father. “Are you more concerned with their privacy, or with the embarrassment of catching your daughter in flagrante delicto?”
“Up against the Dumpster in broad daylight?” Eddie shook his head, snorting an incredulity Delta didn’t buy. “I hope we taught her better than that.”
“Oh, Eddie.” Frustration squeezed her like a too tight belt. “It doesn’t matter what we taught her. Hell, if kids listened to what their parents said, Cardin wouldn’t even be here.” She paused, added, “Or maybe your memory of being that age isn’t so great after all?”
His eyes flared with heat, then grew smoky, smoldering as he leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his fists bracing his chin. “I have the memory of ten thousand elephants, D. I haven’t forgotten a thing.”
That made two of them, and was the reason this conversation was now at an end.
She looked down at the folder she’d completely mangled, and at a second fingernail that was now a mess, and tried to find a thought that didn’t have the remembered imprint of Eddie’s hands and mouth all over it.
She had absolutely zero luck, so couldn’t have been more appreciative of the interruption when Cardin opened the door.
“Mom, I need to change my schedule—” Cardin cut herself off and careened to a stop, her ponytail flying, her face flushed. “Dad. What’re you doing here?”
“He’s worried about the company you’re keeping,” Delta answered before Eddie could say a word.
Cardin looked at her father and frowned, her black hair and blue eyes so similar to his that Delta couldn’t breathe for the crushing ache in her chest. How had things gone so wrong?
“What company?” Cardin asked Eddie. “You mean Trey? Are you kidding me? Why in the world would you worry about me talking to Trey?”
“I’m worried that you’re not just talking,” he told her, delivering the words as he would a reprimand.
Cardin rolled her eyes. “Is this more of that broken-heart crap?”
Delta raised a brow at that. “What broken-heart crap?”
Spinning away from her father, Cardin pushed up her bangs with one hand, parked her other at her hip. “He told me earlier he doesn’t want Trey to break my heart, and I told him it’s not going to happen.”
Oh, to be young and certain and naive. Delta sighed, choosing her words carefully. “His breaking your heart would imply there’s something going on between you two.”
Cardin didn’t answer. She faced the room’s small air conditioner instead, the refrigerated breeze blowing her hair here and there. Delta switched her gaze to her husband. All Eddie did was shrug and drape himself at an angle in the chair.
That left Delta to do the dirty work. Hardly a surprise. She’d been doing it all this last year. “Cardin? Is there something going on with you and Whip?”
Their daughter’s shoulders stiffened before she turned, her expression bright and wary, the color in her cheeks giving her away. Delta stifled a groan, and barely managed to keep herself from looking toward Eddie, from telling him silently that they did, indeed, have cause for concern.
If Delta knew anything about her daughter, it was how much Cardin hated the way her parents could talk without saying a word. “Is that a yes or a no?”
“I don’t want to talk about Trey. I want to talk about my schedule.”
“What about it?”
“I need to cut my shifts in half for a few months.”
“For however long Whip’s here, you mean,” Eddie said, getting to his feet.
Cardin stared him down. “Yes. For as long as Trey-who-I-will-not-let-break-my-heart is here. Happy now?”
Eddie didn’t snap back as he would’ve done in the past, but pushed aside the chair and slammed out of the room. Delta stared at the door as it bounced back open, and Cardin could only say, “Guess not.”
Delta felt as if she were caught in a war with too many battles to fight, and too many sides to take. She loved her daughter, but Cardin could be as hardheaded as her father, and Delta was lost when it came to understanding her feelings for him these days. And so she did the only thing she could think to do.
She dug into her lower file drawer and pulled out the folder of timesheets and schedules. Once it was open on her desk, she laced her hands on top and looked at her daughter. “If you want four-hour shifts, you have to take the dinner rush with Megan, Holly and Taylor. I’ll split Sandy between lunch and late nights.”
Cardin cringed. “She’s not going to be happy about that.”
“And it’s going to be up to you to give her the bad news.”
“That’s fine,” Cardin said, waving her hand as if now it were nothing. “I’m sure she’ll need me to accommodate her at some point.”
“Just be sure you remember this when she does.” Delta marked the changes, then shut the folder and shoved it back in the drawer.
“Are you mad at me?”
“Why would I be mad at you?” Delta asked in return, never looking up as she turned her attention to the produce supplier’s file. “Schedule changes happen.”
“Not about the schedule,” Cardin said, sitting in the chair Eddie had abandoned. “Well, yes, the schedule, but not so much about changing it as why I want the change.”
“Am I mad that you have your sights set on Whip?”
“I didn’t say I had my sights set on him—”
Delta held up one hand. “Whip’s a great guy. One of the best of all the boys I watched you grow up with. He and Tater both are men any parent would be happy to see their daughter choose.”
“And yet you’re not any happier than Dad.” Cardin slumped, her posture the identical twin of her father’s.
“My being unhappy is not about Whip.”
“Then what? What else is there?”
There was so much, Delta didn’t know she could do justice to her concerns. “I want you to have a home, Cardin. And if it’s in your plans, one day, a faraway day, I would love for you to make me a grandmother.”
Cardin dropped her head back on her shoulders. “Jesus, Mom—”
“I’m not finished. I don’t want to get a call in the middle of the night that you’ve had to stop on the side of the road to give birth between races. You’re the love of my life, and I want better for you than that.”
“You mean you want me to stay here. To live the rest of my life in Dahlia.”
“That’s not what I said.” They were going to have to table this discussion for a time when emotions weren’t running so high. Delta didn’t want to say something she would never be able to retract. “And once you give it some time, I think you’ll realize that. Right now, however, we both need to follow your father’s example and get back to work.”
And as much as Delta hated to admit it, she breathed a sigh of relief when her only child left the room and closed the door behind her.


6

BY THE TIME CARDIN SAW the lights of Trey’s pickup bouncing off the trees at the end of his drive, she was over her aggravation and had managed to cool down. She couldn’t believe a day that had started out to be just about perfect had gone downhill so fast.
Lately, it took next to nothing to trigger a family flare-up. The resulting stress drained her as completely as an eight hour shift—part of the reason she’d cut out early tonight.
After talking to her parents, she’d been in no mood to work. She’d stayed anyway—at least until Sandy told her to get the hell outta town if she was going to act like a princess who had fallen off her pony and smashed her frog prince flat.
Sitting on Trey’s front porch, her legs dangling and her feet swinging above the square of bare earth where azalea bushes used to grow, Cardin allowed herself a disparaging smile. She’d be the first to own her bratty behavior, and tomorrow she’d be back on her game.
Right now, however, she didn’t want to do anything but give her full attention to Trey.
The moon shone down like a spotlight. It was the only illumination Cardin had by which to watch as he braked his truck to a stop. She couldn’t see him at all until he opened the door and the cab’s overhead light came on, glowing behind him, putting him in silhouette, leaving her to wonder about his expression…
If he was happy to find her waiting, if he was irritated that she’d trespassed. If he was filled with the same anticipation twisting knots in her belly and zinging in the small of her back. She’d been imagining his two sleeping bags in all possible configurations…stacked as one, zipped together, unrolled side by side.
He held nothing in his hands when he walked toward her, not one sleeping bag, not two. She curled her fingers over the lip of the porch, kicked out with one leg, then the other, watching the roll of his hips and shoulders, the ground-eating strides of his legs.
Ignoring the path leading to the front steps, he hopped a mangled strip of garden lattice to reach her. She stayed where she was, her heart urging her to scoot away from the precipice and onto the safe surface behind. What she felt for him frightened her, all of it right, and real. But then she couldn’t move because he was there, stepping between her legs.
“You look good in moonlight,” was all he said, reaching up to tuck her hair behind her ear.
She’d left it loose after her shower, and though she’d told herself her scalp needed a break from her ponytail, she knew that she’d done it for him.
“Is that a pick-up line?” she asked, feeling the tingle of her nipples growing taut.
“Why would I need a pick-up line? You’re already here.”
He was too confident, cocky. She loved it, but she wasn’t that easy. “Don’t make more of it than it is. I’m already here because you said ten.”
“It’s a quarter till.”
“Call me punctual.”
“I’d rather kiss you,” he said, and threaded his fingers into her hair at her nape, lowering his head.
She met him halfway, no hesitation just desire, parting her lips before he asked, and offering him her tongue. He took it, slid his against it with a tender aggression. He made a hungry sound low in his throat. She moved her hands to his chest, took the measure of the vibration there, remembered the way he’d felt the first time she’d touched him so long ago.
When she curled her fingers into the fabric of his shirt, he leaned forward, pushing her back. Needing her elbows to brace herself, she let him go. His lips drifted to her throat, the hollow there, the ribbed neckline of the Corley Motors T-shirt she wore, the fabric covering her breasts.
He nuzzled between them, making his way to her shirt’s hem, pushing it up to reveal her belly where he settled his lips. She closed her eyes, and lay flat on the porch, her arms stretched out to the side. What he was doing was magic, and she wanted nothing to break the spell.
His fingers were like matches on her skin, his lips and tongue like flames. He burned her, consumed her. She was willing kindle for his fire, and she wanted to be naked beneath him, not clothed and unable to fully realize all these things he made her feel.
His mouth was a wicked warmth, wet and wild as he tasted her, kissing from her sternum to her navel, leaving a long damp trail that the night breeze cooled. She shivered, wanted to squirm, but stayed perfectly still, the porch hard under her back, rough beneath her elbows. She scraped her fingernails over the wood, spreading out her hands as if to hold on.
Trey was toying with the buttons of her jeans, his fingers slipping beneath the waistband to find the elastic edge of her panties. When he freed the first, her eyes popped open. When the second followed, she felt the night’s air low on her belly. When he reached the third, she shook off the sex daze he’d lulled her into and pushed up.
“Stop.”
He raised his head, met her gaze, his eyes bright and full of the same confusion she was feeling. “Okay.”
“What are we doing here, Trey?”
He stood then, moving his hands from her hips to his own. “Taking care of unfinished business?”
She sat up, tucked her crossed legs beneath her. The top two buttons of her jeans remained undone, and she swore she could still feel his touch where the fabric gaped. “Maybe we should talk about my proposal first.”
“You want to talk?”
The light from the moon was enough for her to see the sarcastic arch of his brow. “I don’t mean idle chitchat. But we did agree I’d explain things tonight.”
He didn’t say anything for several seconds, staring at her as his breathing settled, giving her time to gather her scattered emotions close. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking. His face was unreadable, shadowed by the big oak behind him, the tree’s limbs spreading over what had once been a lush green yard, but was now dirt and hardscrabble weeds.
She’d come here a few times in high school, a passenger in a friend’s car giving Trey a ride home, but she’d never been inside the house to see how he lived. She wondered if he didn’t want to go inside at all. He’d been in Dahlia four days and tonight was the first time he’d set foot on the property where he’d lived for twenty years. Or maybe, as he’d said, he’d just been too busy to come out here and open the door.
He finally moved, scrubbing his hands down his face. “Let me get my things then. Unless you’ve changed your mind about staying.”
She hadn’t, but there was no reason for him to if the memories he had of living here weren’t ones he wanted to face in the dark. “If you don’t want to stay here, we’ve got an extra room at home. We can sleep there and come back here in the morning.”
“Yeah,” he said, with a huff. “I can see that going over well with Eddie. The son of the man who nearly killed him under his roof.”
The conversation about their fathers was one she wasn’t going to have until they’d said and settled a lot of other things first. She scooted to the edge of the porch and hopped down, dusting the dirt and grit from her backside. “I’ll grab my backpack.”
“I’ve got it,” he said, turning and walking away.
She followed. “I can get it. You have all your own things to get.”
“If that’s your way of asking if I brought both sleeping bags—”
“I was just offering to help.”
“If you say so,” he said, lowering his pickup’s tailgate and retracting the bed cover part way to slide out a box of supplies.
Cardin grabbed his arm and spun him to face her. “If you don’t want me here, Trey, say the word and I’ll go.”
“And do what?” He towered over her, a dark shadow, a menace. “Find someone else to play your fiancé?”
She felt his hard-beating heart where she held him. “No, I’ll find another solution.”
“Why not another guy?”
“Because no other guy will work,” she said, and let him go, stunned by her own words. No other guy would do; only Trey. Her feelings for him had never lessened, but changed, and grown, deepening into something she’d been afraid to let herself see.
He looked down at her then, his gaze searching, and she was the first to look away. She’d been so sure this would work, that he’d go along because of the connection she’d imagined between them. It was obviously the only part he had interest in pursuing was the physical.
Talk about naive. What had she been thinking? This man was not the boy she’d had a crush on in high school. He was bigger, larger than life, a man who could have any woman he wanted.
She sighed, turned and leaned against the truck, the tailgate cutting into her back. “I must’ve been insane. Seriously. I’m going to go home now, you’re going to go inside, and we’re both going to forget I proposed.”
He left the box where it was and moved to stand in front of her, lifting her chin with the edge of one finger when she refused to look into his eyes. They were calmer now, sweet and understanding. And it nearly broke her heart when he smiled and told her, “I’ll never forget you proposed.”
“Well you should,” she said, pulling free of his touch. She couldn’t let herself get sucked further into a fantasy that had nothing to do with real life. “My family needs a wake-up call, but this engagement isn’t it. Trust me.”
“No.”
She frowned, looked back. “No, what?”
“No, I’m not going to trust you. I’ll make up my own mind once you spell out your plan.”
“I have no plan.”
“You did. You do. It involves me posing as your fiancé. But I don’t know what you’re trying to accomplish or why.”
“I told you—”
“You told me your life has gone to hell. And it happened after the fight. Well, things for me haven’t been all puppies and rainbows since then, either, so why don’t we unload our gear, go inside and compare notes?”
His life had gone to hell? Seriously? Or was he trying to placate her, make her feel like less of a fool for going to desperate lengths to make things better?
Her plan stunk, but she supposed it couldn’t hurt to talk. Maybe she’d come up with another idea, because this one? She had a feeling things would end up just as her father had predicted.
Trey Davis was going to break her heart.
 
IT WASN’T HARD FOR TREY to recognize that he was using Cardin as a punching bag to rid himself of more than sexual frustration. There was that, true. And Cardin being the one he wanted to sleep with pretty much sent his frustration through the roof. But when it came down to the nitty gritty, his frustration was with himself for not having done what he should have by now.
Standing on the porch, his arms wrapped around a stack of three boxes, both shoulders weighted down with duffel bags, and Cardin equally burdened at his side, he stared at the front door to his childhood home and admitted he was an ass for avoiding his responsibilities here.
He’d grown up in this house, he’d enjoyed the good times and suffered the bad. Hell, he owned the place outright and had for a year. Yet he hadn’t once stepped through the door since signing the final papers at close. He didn’t want to step through now. There was too much work waiting for him, too much guilt that he hadn’t done anything to stop his father’s death.
Not being alone made it easier.
Being with Cardin made it easier still.
“Trey? My arms are breaking here.”
“Yeah, hang on.” He braced the boxes against the wall with his hip and dug into his pocket for his keys. He hadn’t tested the door to see if it was locked; he’d just assumed Beau Stillwell made sure it was.
Whatever growth and change Dahlia had experienced in the years since Trey had moved on, the town had retained its innocence. Both privacy and property were respected by all but a bad apple few.
The door squeaked just as he remembered, though the smell that first reached his nose was musty and stale, not that of newspapers and diesel fuel and dirty socks. His father’s smells. Ones imprinted forever in his mind.
He stepped back, holding open the screen door with one shoulder and making room for Cardin to pass. “The electricity should be on, and there’s a lamp—”
“Oomph.”
“—on the table to your right,” he finished too late. “Sorry about that.”
She dropped her boxes, found the switch. He heard the click-click as she turned it twice before it came on. “It’s okay. I have another shin.”
“Yeah. I forgot you’ve never been inside.” He set his boxes beside hers, dropped his duffels as she swung her backpack around and put it beside the lamp on the table.
She looked over at him, using the back of her hand to push her bangs from her forehead. “The only person I ever knew to come here was Tater.”
After his mother was gone, he and his dad never had been much for entertaining. Tater had been the exception. Aubrey had considered Trey’s best friend to be a second son. “I need to give the boy a call. I saw him at the Speedway a couple of times this weekend, but didn’t have time to do more than wave.”
“You need to make time. You have no idea how much he talks about you every year before the Farron Fuels.”
“You hang with Tater now?”
She gave him a look. “We’re not in high school anymore, Trey. Everyone hangs with everyone. He’s in Headlights a lot these days. He’s dating Sandy Larabie.”
No way. “The waitress? You’re screwing with me, right?”
“I’m not, no. Is it so hard to believe?”
“From what I saw of her today? Yeah.”
“Jumping to conclusions?” she asked, cocking her head.
He rubbed the back of his neck. “Only because it’s been a hell of a long four days.”
He was beat, beyond exhausted. The Farron Fuels had eaten up every hour between Thursday and Sunday with the qualifying heats before this afternoon’s finals. It had passed in a blur of engine work and catnaps and studying the competition’s runs.
He didn’t have the energy tonight to care if Tater Rawls was dating the waitress or his own right hand. All he cared about was getting to the bottom of Cardin and her proposal, and checking out the house so they could both get some sleep.
He ran a hand through his hair and turned to take in the living room. Nothing much had changed since the last time he’d been here, except his father’s chair sat empty because he’d forced Aubrey to leave his own home six months before he had died.
Choking back the lump in his throat, Trey walked the length of the narrow room, entered the kitchen and felt for the wall switch just inside the door. The single bulb in the fixture on the ceiling burst to life, giving up the ghost seconds later with a sizzling pop.
“You didn’t happen to bring light bulbs, did you?” Cardin asked from behind him.
“I imagine there are still extras in the cabinet above the sink.”
“Same vintage as the one that just blew?”
Yeah, that could be a problem. He headed back for his gear, leaving Cardin standing in the kitchen doorway as he dug for a flashlight in the box on the top of the stack. He found what he was searching for, and with the beam to guide him, located the bulbs.
Once the light was back on, Cardin came into the small kitchen and looked around. “This is…cozy.”
Cozy? It was cold and lifeless, and the workshop in the Corley hauler would hold it twice over. It was also the room where Trey and his father had done most of their talking. They’d just never talked about a lot of what they should have. Things that would’ve had Trey visiting more than once a year if he’d known they were going on.
Spilled milk, but it still caused a hitch near his heart. “There probably wasn’t a single day that my dad and I didn’t trip over each other in here. He finally gave up and let me do the cooking.”
“You cook?” she asked, wiggling her brows as she pulled a chair from beneath the kitchen table, the yellow plastic tablecloth covering it long since faded to white, and sat.
He leaned against the sink, crossing his arms over his chest. “Don’t be getting any ideas. The stove was dicey when I left home. I wouldn’t trust it to boil an egg.”
“I only eat mine scrambled, so that’s okay.”
“Are we going to have to have meals catered?”
“I’m not that picky, but I can pack carry-out from work for dinner.”
“What time do you work?”
“I’ve got the four-to-eight dinner shift. Think you can survive without my help for that long?”
It wasn’t her help he cared about. He wanted her company, and the chance to find out what she knew. “I’ll do my best.”
“I don’t know about you, but my best is going to require sleep.”
“Then we need to figure out where to do it.”
“And where to go to the bathroom.”
He inclined his head to the left. “Through the laundry room to the left.”
She didn’t move, just gave him a look from beneath her long lashes and fringed bangs—a look that said she wasn’t budging until he’d given the room his okay.
He smiled and pushed away from the sink, grabbing his flashlight from the countertop where he’d left it. “You know I pay Beau Stillwell to keep things working around here.”
“Just not to change light bulbs. Or keep out six-legged inhabitants.”
He laughed, and walked away.
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LEAVING CARDIN TO DO her thing, Trey returned to the front of the house. Though he’d paid off his father’s gambling debts in exchange for the title to the property, he’d never had any intention of coming here to live. Paying Stillwell Construction to keep the place from falling apart was just Trey being a responsible owner.
Standing in the center of the living room, he gave the space more than the cursory glance he’d afforded it when he’d first walked in. Coming back here now, a year after the showdown with his father, six months after his father’s death, left Trey feeling, well, guilty. None of the arguments he’d had with himself that he couldn’t have changed a thing made a difference.
He was still convinced that while on the road, had he paid attention to what was going on with his father, if he’d been around to keep Aubrey from gambling away most of his money and drinking away the rest, he wouldn’t be the only member of the Davis family left in town. The only member of the Davis family left at all.
Once the house was emptied of his past, the property cleaned up and on the market, Trey would finally be freed from his ties to Dahlia, Tennessee. It wasn’t that his years here had been bad—there just wasn’t anything from them he wanted to keep. The life he’d built for himself once he’d moved on was where his best memories had been made.
He’d worked his way up in the Corley organization, learning the ropes while plying the trade he’d studied both in high school and at his father’s feet. His work ethic and initiative had caught Butch’s eye. His instincts had earned him the crew chief position. He loved the traveling, he loved the work, and was already looking forward to being done with things here and getting back to that life.
The only reason he’d decided to prep the place for selling himself instead of hiring out the job was the fight. He could walk away from Dahlia, sure, but he would always be looking back and wondering what had driven his normally mellow father to use his fists against a pillar of the Dahlia community who was nearly eighty years old.
“All done,” Cardin said from behind him, bringing him back to the present. He’d been staring at his father’s chair this entire time.
Turning to face her, and without preamble, he asked, “Do you have any idea what the fight was about?”
She shook her head, knowing right away what he meant. “Not a clue. And Jeb is the last person I would ever expect to punch anyone. He’s too…”
“Old?”
“Old, yes,” she said, walking by him on her way to their gear. “But I was thinking more…law and order. Jeb’s not one to duke things out.”
“My father wasn’t, either,” Trey reminded her.
“I know. That’s what makes it so weird.” She reached over the stacked boxes for the sleeping bags. “Eddie stepping in the way he did I can see. He didn’t inherit his father’s straight and narrow nature. But Jeb and your dad trading swings? It had to be something huge.”
“And yet not a word about it from anyone.” He moved the boxes out of her way. “Was Eddie there for the whole thing? Does he know what happened?’
“He hasn’t said a word about it since he got out of the hospital. I think his silence is a big part of why my mom left.”
“What? Your folks split?”
“About four months ago.” She tossed the first of the two bags out in front of her to unroll. “Delta moved into my apartment, and I moved back with Eddie and Jeb. I’ve got the whole second floor to myself, rather than having to fight my mother over bathroom time at my place.”
Trey was confused. “Why switch with you? Why not get her own apartment or whatever?”
“It’s a temporary arrangement until she and my dad settle things permanently.”
“So they’re not divorced.”
“Nope. And nothing legal in the works, thank God.”
“You think they’ll patch things up, then? Get back together?”
She finished unrolling the second sleeping bag alongside the first before she answered. “That marriage thing about two becoming one? They took that to heart. I’ve never in my life known any couple better suited. But then Eddie became all emo one minute, PMSy the next…It was too much for my mother to deal with. Which tells me this fight between Jeb and your father was something big.”
“Then you’ve got as much reason to get to the bottom of it as I do.”
She shook her head. “I don’t want to get to the bottom of it at all. All I want is for my parents to wake up before it’s too late to put Humpty Dumpty back together again.”
Leaning against the front door, Trey grinned. “And you think our fairy-tale engagement will do that.”
“It’s the sort of shock that’s worth a shot. I’ve tried everything else I can think of. And their reaction when I asked for the schedule change to spend time with you said a lot.”
“What was it? Their reaction?”
Cardin fought a smile and considered him closely. “Eddie’s afraid you’ll break my heart. Delta’s afraid you’ll make me live in cheap motels and have babies on the side of the road between races.”
What a bunch of unflattering crap. “Then you’ve already told them we’re together?”
She hesitated, and even in the dimly lit room, he could see her face color. “No. The only thing I told them was that my heart would not get broken.”
“Then I’ll have to be sure I don’t break it.”
“It’s not up to you. I’d have to let it happen.”
“And my heart?” he queried, expecting her to tease him in return and ask if he had one.
But she didn’t. She grew serious, pensive, then sat cross-legged on the sleeping bag she couldn’t know was his. She ran her palms over her thighs, looking down instead of at him. “Does that mean you’ll do it?”
He moved closer, dropped down beside her, leaning on one elbow with one knee raised. “I’m going to guess you’ve thought this through, so you have answers to the questions people will ask?”
“Such as?”
Was she kidding him? “How long have we been engaged, for one? Except to bail out my dad, I haven’t been to Dahlia since last year’s Farron Fuels. You think folks are going to buy a long-distance hookup?”
“We’ve known each other all our lives—”
He waved a hand, cut her off. “We lived in the same town. We went to school together. The day you showed up at the hauler was the first conversation I think we ever had.”
“It wasn’t the first, Trey.” She said it quickly. Almost before he’d finished speaking.
She thought he’d forgotten, did she? She thought that night at Tater’s kegger hadn’t meant anything to him but a blowjob. And why shouldn’t she? She couldn’t know that the feel of her body had lived with him since, had caused him to lose sleep, had kept him from any serious dating.
She couldn’t know that he felt more for her than what she’d seen as desire because he’d never said a word. “That night…what I said to you…those words. That isn’t what I think of as a conversation.”
Her head bobbed, a quick nod of acknowledgment, and her shoulders seemed to relax, as if the tension of wondering had been keeping them tight. He should’ve told her sooner. He should’ve stayed in touch.
He should have never let her get away. “So, then, I guess we could say we’ve been pining after one another all the time I’ve been gone?”
Her mouth quirked. “Or we could’ve started pining this past year.”
“It’s more believable the pining started after Tater’s kegger.”
“Believable to who?” Her gaze whipped sharply to his, her pulse visible at the base of her throat. “Unless you told someone else, then you’re the only one who knows I was there.”
Hmm. He wondered what prompted her hand-in-the-cookie-jar reaction. “Kim didn’t say anything?”
“Not that I’ve heard.”
He supposed that made sense. Kim wouldn’t have wanted anyone to know that his pants weren’t even zipped before his attention had turned to Cardin. Cardin, who was still looking like she’d almost been caught doing…something.
He was curious, and only one thing came to mind. “So you haven’t been pining then?”
“Have you?”
“I told you the other day that I missed seeing you.”
“I’m not sure that’s the same thing as pining.”
She clearly didn’t want to go down that road right now. “Maybe not, but it’s close enough for a fake engagement.”
She exhaled heavily, as if relieved that he hadn’t pressed harder. “Then we say we hooked up last year? And we’ve had a long-distance relationship since?”
He nodded. It should work. And eventually, he would come back and press. “We’ll need to figure out the details, like why we kept it secret, but sure. That’ll do. And now that we’ve got that settled…” He reached for her hand, stroking his thumb along her fingers. “Tell me why you think defibrillating your family is going to fix things.”
 
CARDIN STARED AT HER HAND where Trey held it. “I don’t know if I can find a way for it to make sense to you. I mean, it makes sense to me, but they’re my family, and I know what makes them tick.”
Not to mention that expressing her thoughts with any coherence was going to be impossible sitting with him in the dark.
There was no question that Trey was hot. He had every physical attribute going for him a woman could want in a man. The height, the build, the hair and the eyes, and she couldn’t forget his mouth. Or his hands.
What she hadn’t anticipated was the up close and personal impact his hotness would have—especially when it wasn’t just his appearance getting to her.
It was the intensity of his gaze, the way he devoured her with a look, eating her up as if he were starving and she the only meal that would do.
Breathing naturally was out of the question. Her heart filled her chest as it raced. Pulling off this mock engagement was the least of her worries.
She was beginning to wonder if she would make it through the night. “I mean, I can try…”
“Then try,” he said, and smiled until she thought his dimples would kill her. “You said your father’s afraid I’ll break your heart, and your mother’s afraid our babies will be born on the side of the road.”
It sounded so lame when he said it. “Crazy, huh? But you should’ve seen them banding together over something as small as me asking for a schedule change.”
“So, this engagement will have them teaming up and siding against our nuptials, and you’re hoping once they remember how well they work, they’ll patch things up for good.”
“Exactly.”
“What about your grandfather? How would he feel about our getting together?”
Cardin stared at the zipper on her sleeping bag. “Jeb’s his own man. He may be at odds with my father, but as far as you and me? He would think he’d died and gone to heaven if I were to marry into the Corley Motors family. He’s the team’s biggest cheerleader.”
She smiled as she slid her hand from Trey’s, reached for the zipper pull and tugged. “From day one, Headlights was about the cars and the drivers and the crews even more so than the fans. If not for the shrapnel hit he took in Korea, he’d probably be doing what you do. It’s hard for him to be on his feet any length of time, but he tinkers an hour or two every day on his Nova, out in the garage behind the house.”
“He asked me about driving it for him in the Moonshine Run. Since your father can’t do it.”
That brought her gaze up. “Are you going to?”
“Anything to make my future grandfather-in-law happy,” he said with a wink, killing her again.
“You know, when we break up, I think Jeb’s going to take it harder than anyone. My parents will both be relieved, but Jeb’s going to be so disappointed.”
“Disappointed for you, or for himself?”
“Oh, himself, definitely,” she said laughing. “But I’ll still hate seeing him hurt.”
“This breakup. Have you given any thought to that?”
She shrugged. “I just assumed you’d leave to join your team, and I’d stay here because this is where I belong.”
“Staying in Dahlia with a broken heart. Your father’s prediction come true.”
She didn’t care. “All I want is for them to talk. To fix things between them, or to move on. As long as that happens, I can deal with their I-told-you-so’s.”
He seemed to give that consideration. “Are you going to tell them? When all is said and done?”
“What, that we were faking it?” When he nodded, she said, “I guess I’ll play it by ear.”
“What if I finish here and leave before they settle things?”
Judging by her parents’ earlier reaction, she hoped things would move quickly. Still…“How long are you planning to stay?”
“As long as it takes, but no longer than I have to.”
“Then we’ll have to make sure our act is convincing,” she said before she could stop herself.
“You want to explain that? Because I could take it to mean…wait a minute.” He swung up to a sitting position, his frown ruthless. “This convincing thing. Is that why you came to see me at the pits? Why you kissed me in the hauler? Were you auditioning me for the part of your fiancé?”
She swallowed what remained of her nerves. “Yes and no.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” He got to his feet, and started pacing the room, stopping with each pass to look at her.
“It was more about auditioning me.”
“Auditioning you.”
She nodded. “It’s why I brought up what happened at Tater’s kegger. To see if you remembered.”
“You think I would’ve forgotten?”
“I don’t know. We never talked about it, and you left Dahlia that summer.”
Every move he made radiated frustration, as did the hitch in his voice. “Cardin, Jesus. You were there—”
“And I was drunk,” she reminded him.
“Even so, you had to know I wanted you. That Kim was nothing but a means to an end.” He quit pacing. “I’m not particularly proud of how that night went down, but seven years was a long time ago. I’ve done some growing up since then.”
“That’s what I thought. What I hoped I hadn’t imagined.” She paused. She could barely breathe. Barely think. Barely find the words she needed to say. “Especially after what happened the other day.”
He hunkered down in front of her then, desperate. “Tell me what you hoped, Cardin. Tell me before I burst a blood vessel here trying to figure it out.”
“That I wasn’t the only one who’d been turned on…and that I’m not the only one still wanting.” Admitting those things to herself had been easy. Admitting them now to Trey, not so much. The look in his eyes had her struggling to catch a breath.
And when he came for her, she thought she would die.
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WANTING.
It was a word with which Trey was intimately familiar when it came to his feelings for Cardin. And with her gaze—fear and hope tied into her longing—pulling him in, it was the only emotion he knew…his heart racing, his body growing hard. His skin tingling and hot.
He sat back on his heels, his hands on his thighs. He wanted to reach for her, he wanted to speak. He couldn’t move his fingers any more than he could work his tongue. She did this to him. Made him dumb.
She took pity and smiled, reaching out and curling her fingers into his shirt and tugging him down. He caught his weight on his palms as he covered her, the layers of clothing between them a barrier he both welcomed and loathed.
He wanted her naked. He wanted her naked now. But he wanted even more to savor the journey of stripping away the fabric. Learning her, the exploration and discovery…it had been such a long seven years.
Earlier, before joining him, she’d flicked off the switch in the kitchen. The shade of the table lamp cast but a small pool of light on the other side of the room. Looking down into her eyes, however, Trey was able to see everything he needed to.
This wasn’t a joke. She wasn’t playing him. She was right where she wanted to be.
“I wondered when this would finally happen,” he told her.
“I didn’t think it ever would,” was her response.
He wedged one of his legs between hers and shifted to the side, reaching up to brush her hair away from her neck before nuzzling her there. She arched to give him better access, and blew out a heady sigh. “You have no idea how good you feel.”
And she had no idea that the way she tasted, like sugar and salt, the way she smelled, like warm lemons and limes, the way she felt beneath him, soft yet firm, was so much better than what he’d imagined, that he might as well have not bothered to imagine anything at all.
He raised his head again, caught her gaze again, had a brief bout of conscience telling him to go slow but ignored it. He had to believe that she would understand, that she shared his desperation. He kissed her, hard, slanting his mouth over hers with a hunger than became a craving where nothing mattered but having her.
He needed to touch her. He needed her to touch him. They had lived with this thing between them for too long already, the physical attraction, the emotional unknown. They had to get to the other side of it and sort out what came next from there.
She moved her hands to his shoulders, her fingers digging into his muscles and urging him closer. He lowered more of his weight, pressed her with his chest and his hips, slid his tongue along the length of hers when her kiss begged. They bumped teeth, bruised lips, nibbled and nipped as if they’d been starving for each other all of these years.
Trey supposed they had been. That night at Tater’s kegger had been the end of Trey’s time in Dahlia, but it had been the beginning of something with Cardin that had never been given a chance.
He supposed, too, that this chance wasn’t a fair one. He wasn’t sticking around. She wasn’t about to leave. Their engagement was a sham with a purpose. All they were doing was giving in to a lust that had grown too intense to contain.
Except…he knew that wasn’t true. This was more than physical desire. It was a matter of the heart.
He lifted his head, rolled onto his elbow, looked down. Her face was flushed. Her eyes glassy with arousal. Her lips wet and swollen from his assault. She was gorgeous, and his gut tightened at the thought of having her.
“Listen, Cardin.” He brushed her hair from her eyes.
She reached for his wrist and held it. “Shh. Don’t talk. Not now.”
Talking wasn’t his first choice either, but…“I have to know. To be sure.”
Her hand slid from his wrist to his fingers. She brought them down to cover her breast. “Please don’t talk, Trey. I don’t want to be thoughtful and logical about anything right now. I just want to feel.”
She moved his fingers again, this time sliding them beneath her T-shirt. The material of her bra was a tease, the thinnest of barriers separating them. He molded her breast to fit his palm, rolled her nipple until it peaked.
When she groaned, he dipped his head, sucking her nipple between his lips, wetting both her flesh and the fabric. She raised one knee, her other caught flat beneath him, and rolled toward him as if she couldn’t bear the distance anymore than he.
Neither could he bear the clothes they still wore. He lifted up, stripped off his shirt, helped her get rid of hers before unhooking her bra. Seeing her bare breasts…his heart pounded as hard as it had seven years ago when he’d looked up to find her watching him from the door.
The memory sent blood rushing south to stiffen the part of his body tired of being denied the woman he most wanted. He crawled on top of her and lowered his head, plumping her breasts together, kissing her nipples, sucking them, laving one then the other with the flat of his tongue.
She didn’t let him play long, but surged up and shoved at his shoulders, rolling him to his back on the second sleeping bag, and climbing up to straddle his thighs. The look on her face was possessive, as if now that she had him, she wouldn’t be letting him go. He wasn’t going to argue. This was where he wanted to be.
“My turn,” she said and smiled, giving him no time to brace himself before her mouth was on his chest. She searched out his nipples in the swirls of his hair, flicking her tongue across them then nipping with the edge of her teeth. He felt more than heard the sound he made, his entire body caught up in what she was doing with her mouth.
She moved lower, the tips of her breasts dragging down his abdomen. He tucked his chin to his chest, but her head blocked his view. He could easily have closed his eyes for the ride, but she was at his waistband now, her fingers working free the buttons of his fly, and this was something he wanted to see.
She kissed the head of his cock through the cotton of his briefs, ran her tongue in a line along the elastic band on his belly. Propped up on his elbows, he lifted his hips. She skinned away his jeans; they caught at his ankles and his boots, and she left them there, lifting him free from his shorts before tugging them down his thighs.
He wasn’t standing in a dark bedroom wishing Cardin were with him. Wishing had given way to reality. And nothing had ever felt so right. Smiling, she took his cock in her mouth, ringed her fingers beneath the head and closed her lips above them, using her tongue to stroke the rigid underside seam, to toy with the slit in the tip.
For several long moments she held his gaze, but finally she closed her eyes. He kept his open; he couldn’t look away, not from this. Her black hair fell over her shoulder to tickle his legs and hinder his view of her breasts. But he felt them, their softness and weight as she shifted her position, her nipples grazing his thighs.
He wanted to surge into her mouth, to see her take all of him. He wanted to come, to live the fantasy that had been with him so long, it was hard to remember that it wasn’t real. Real hadn’t happened until now…and it was happening way too fast. He was going to be done before they really even got started.
Luckily for his pride she released his cock and came up onto her knees. While he rid himself of his shoes and pants, dug a condom from his wallet and rolled it on, Cardin stripped down to nothing.
He lay back, watching as the light played over the skin of this woman he’d wanted to take to bed for a good quarter of his life. If this was a dream, he never wanted to wake up. If it was all in his head, he wanted to stay there forever. But it wasn’t, and she crawled over him, her breasts swinging to tease him, her belly sliding against his cock as it stood straight.
He could smell the salty warmth of her sex as she opened to take him in, her moisture and her warmth closing around him. He groaned, then reached for her, winding his fingers into her hair and pulling her close for a kiss.
Their tongues mated, a mimicking of the in and out motion as he thrust into her, as she raised her hips then pressed down, grinding her clit to the base of his shaft.
Later, they would make love. Later, they would take time to learn one another’s bodies. When they were done here, they would spend hours finding hot spots and places to tickle and just how to touch. And they would talk. But right now, he had nothing to spare but for this.
She pulled her mouth from his and arched her spine, tossing back her head. He reached for her breasts, kneaded, sucked, biting the plump flesh and bruising her. She cried out, then brought her mouth to his neck and nipped him in return.
He pushed one of his legs through hers and flipped her over, their bodies still joined, perspiration gleaming on her skin, her pupils dilated with wicked heat that sent his body’s temperature soaring, his emotions into a fever pitch of hunger.
Braced above her, his hands on the sleeping bag, her hands thrown above her head, he grit his teeth, his jaw taut, and ground his cock into her sex until her whimpers and labored breathing told him he was hitting everything just right.
She hooked her heels over his thighs beneath the cheeks of his ass, and rocked against him, squeezing and milking him as he drove deep, both of them sweating, straining, fighting to hold back and enjoy the long, hard ride.
But the crash came quickly, a fast and furious fire that consumed him body and soul. He knew she was with him, felt her following him into the spin, holding him tight as if fearing he would leave her before she was done.
He wasn’t going anywhere, and he lowered himself to cover her completely so she would know that he was sticking around. And that as far as he was concerned, the night had just begun.
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CARDIN WOKE EARLY, ALONE, and to the most blissful silence ever. Considering blissful was the last word she would have chosen to describe her life these days, the quiet was a joy, and very welcome. She didn’t exactly live in a madhouse, but she no longer had anything close to this peaceful calm at home.
Now that Delta had moved out and Cardin had moved back to live with Eddie and Jeb, she had the second floor of the family house all to herself. But even from her upstairs rooms, she was constantly aware of Eddie in the kitchen banging pots and pans, or of Jeb in his garage banging car parts. Eddie found all of life’s answers while cooking and her grandfather, well…
If Jeb had his druthers, he’d spend his days working at the Speedway, or on the road with any team that would take him on—though he’d always had a soft spot for Corley Motors, and for the man with whom Cardin had spent the night. Which meant hiding the truth about her relationship with Trey from her grandfather would require extraordinary skill.
And speaking of Trey…
She supposed she should get up and see where he was, what he was doing, what he wanted her to do. What he was thinking after what they’d done last night. How the tension between them had changed now that they’d scratched their itch. But she wasn’t going to do anything without first injecting a whole lot of coffee into her system.
Tugging on her blue jeans, socks and sneakers, and pulling her T-shirt over her head, she made a quick stop in the bathroom to wash her face, and brush her teeth and hair. Once in the kitchen, she found Trey’s coffee machine, a case of bottled water, and an unopened can of Folgers.
While the coffee brewed, she searched out sugar, powdered creamer and two mugs, then carried both out to the barn where she’d heard the sound of activity when she’d stepped onto the porch.
She had no idea how early he’d left the house—and her—to start working. He’d told her it would take weeks to sort out the mess of tools, auto parts and twenty-odd years of accumulated junk his family had stored in the outbuildings. After that he’d start on the equally cluttered house before finishing up with the acreage—the mowing, the fencing, the heavy-duty nurturing to get something to flourish besides weeds.
The morning air was deliciously cool, not quite cold enough to frost her breath, but close. The sun was just topping the ridge to the east, shooting arrows of light through the property’s trees. She breathed deeply of spring coming to life, the morning’s dew intensifying the heady, verdant smells.
And speaking of heady…
Twenty feet from the barn door, she came to a stop. Trey had just walked out. He had on blue jeans, work boots and a denim shirt, the sleeves rolled up his forearms, the tails untucked, the front unsnapped. The shirt teased her, the way it hung open, revealing next to nothing yet still stirring her blood.
He was frowning, looking down at a rusted piece of metal in his hands. He turned it over, held it up as if he needed the light to see. When he lowered it was when he caught sight of her and the drinks she carried. She wasn’t sure which was responsible for the smile that shooed away his frown.
“Is that for me?”
She cocked her head to the side and considered how much better the day already seemed. “Good morning to you, too.”
She didn’t hold out the second of the coffees for him to take, but teased him with it instead. He came closer. She kept her gaze on his as she sipped from her heavy white mug, hiding her grin and her giddy rush of nerves behind it.
He stopped in front of her, and she made the mistake of lowering her gaze from his face to the exposed strip of his chest. It was either give him his cup of coffee or bury her nose against him and breathe in. She remembered so clearly how he smelled.
Their fingers brushed when he took the drink from her hand. He swallowed a gulp, then said, “Good morning, Cardin. I hope the floor wasn’t too hard on you.”
The floor wasn’t the hardness that had made sleep difficult. She shook her head. “Are you kidding? I slept like a baby, swaddled in my sleeping bag.”
“In my sleeping bag, you mean.”
“Thank you. It made the floor bearable.” As had the warmth of his body, she thought, then quickly changed the subject. “You must’ve hit town in the middle of the night. I saw the loaf of bread and eggs. Would you like me to cook breakfast? I think I can manage the hot plate.”
He lowered his coffee slowly, his gaze as warm as the sun on her shoulders, as the ceramic mug heating her hands. “I didn’t bring you out here to wait on me.”
“You didn’t bring me out here at all. I volunteered to come.”
“To help me. Not to serve me.”
“It’s just breakfast, Trey. And coffee.” Even if last night it had been more. Even if the way he was looking at her made her want more. Why had she waited so long to test the waters that had swirled around them all those years ago? “I work much better when it’s not on an empty stomach. I thought it might be the same for you.”
“It is, but I’ll cook.” He raised his mug and gave her props. “You did the coffee.”
“That’s because I can’t work at all without caffeine.”
“If I’d known that, I would’ve put on a pot when I got up.”
“What time did you get up?” Judging by the sun in the sky, she swore it couldn’t be any later than seven now.
“Maybe four?” he guessed, taking another sip.
“But it was almost two…” She let the sentence dangle, finishing the thought privately, quite sure he knew exactly the hour when they’d finally fallen asleep.
“There’s a lot to do. And I’ve got a lot on my mind.” He shrugged as if there was nothing more to it when she knew there was. And then he stared off toward the field behind the house full of weeds and wildflowers, and in desperate need of mowing.
She’d expected him to head toward the house. To find a skillet and scramble some eggs. To make toast in the aluminum toaster she’d seen on top of the fridge, one she was certain would still be around to brown bread and waffles and frozen streusel for any children he might one day have.
Trey with children, with an apple-of-his-eye daughter, with a strapping young son. She switched mental gears at that thought. “Can I ask you something, Trey?”
“Sure,” he said, still studying the tall grass, his mug halfway to his mouth, his shirt blowing further open in the soft morning breeze.
“The other morning at the Speedway. What you said about seeing me at school.” She paused, waited for a reaction, got a visible tick in his jaw for her trouble. It was better than nothing at all. “Did you never speak to me because you weren’t interested? Did you think I wouldn’t say anything back?”
“Why do you want to know?” he asked, slinging his mug so the dregs of his coffee flew out in a creamy brown arc.
She watched the droplets soak into the ground. “Just curious.”
“I don’t think so.”
“What?”
This time he came around and met her gaze, his a smoky warm gold. “I think it’s more than curiosity.”
“What else would it be?” She wasn’t looking for him to stroke her ego, or to gain any sort of upper hand. She just wanted to know. She had always wanted to know why neither one of them had made the first move. “You were older than me, but our circles of friends overlapped. We may not have shared classes, but had that in common at least. It’s why we both ended up at Tater’s kegger that night.”
He shook his head, his mouth twisted. “I’m never going to live that down, am I?”
She didn’t get it. “Why would you have to? You were in a bedroom behind a closed door. I’m the one who made the hugely embarrassing mistake of opening it.”
“Were you? Embarrassed?”
Her face heated. “Yes, but I was also perversely fascinated.”
“Tapped your inner voyeur, did I?”
She held her mug in both hands, staring at what remained of her drink because his gaze was bold, and disarmed her. “It wasn’t about the sex. I mean, it was. I hadn’t ever…watched before.”
“Did you like watching?” he asked, his voice husky, thick, his breathing more rapid than moments before.
Her throat tightened. Her pulse leapt. “I liked watching your eyes, your face. The way you looked at me while…it was happening. We’d never talked, and I’d heard things about you. Girls share stuff, you know. But it was all secondhand. At least until—”
“Until you got a personal introduction to me and my friend.”
He made it so easy for her to smile, to feel comfortable with a subject that wasn’t. “I like your friend. I just don’t understand why that moment when you backed me into the bedroom wall was it. There was nothing before. Nothing after. You left town. I worked at Headlights. And now…this. Us. Talking all the time, sleeping together. You don’t find that strange?”
He took so long to react, she started to wonder if he ever would, if maybe she should let him stew and go get their breakfast started and forget working to understand how they’d reached this place with more questions than answers.
But then he headed for the house, hopping up to sit on the porch, helping her up beside him when she finally realized he was waiting for her. “I don’t find it strange, no. I think we’d have connected just as strongly in high school if we’d given it a chance.”
“So why didn’t we?” she asked, having always felt tongue-tied just at the thought of him. He was older, knowing, forbidden.
Trey laughed softly, an awkward sound, as if he was uncomfortable with his confession. “Well, frankly, I didn’t think I had anything to offer a girl like you.”
She turned to look at him, frowning. “What’s that supposed to mean, a girl like me?”
He shrugged with one shoulder, gave her a lopsided grin. “A girl whose last name was Worth.”
Was he kidding her? They might have a bit of a Capulet and Montague thing going on now, with no one knowing the cause of the fight between Eddie, Aubrey, and Jeb. But not in high school. No way in high school.
She scooted around, sitting cross-legged, wishing for another cup of coffee as a gust of wind left her chilled. “You make it sound like we’re from different sides of the tracks, or something. And Dahlia doesn’t even have any tracks.”
“Your family’s legend, Cardin. Pillars of the community—”
“Oh, please. We’re just…people. Like anyone else,” she said. Her family was a local fixture, but that didn’t mean they were any different from anyone else.
“My mother left without a word. My father’s a mechanic—”
“And my father’s a cook. So what?”
“A cook in a family owned business that’s been a local landmark for what? Over forty years?” He set his mug behind him, held onto the edge of the porch and leaned forward, his brows drawn together as he stared down the long gravel drive. “When you’re a guy barely out of high school, and you’re pumping gas and cleaning windshields and changing oil for a living, and you hear Jeb Worth this and Jeb Worth that every time you turn around—”
“You’re exaggerating.”
“Not by much.” He glanced over at her then, his expression kind, but curious. “You have to know that. That your family is the one family everyone in Dahlia respects.”
She tried to brush it off. “All that means is that we’ve been here a long time.”
“To you, sure. But to an eighteen-year-old kid who gets a hard-on every time he see you in the school halls—” His voice was solemn, the cockiness all tucked away. “I just didn’t think I was good enough for you.”
Tears welled in her eyes. To realize she could have set him at ease with nothing but a word…“Oh, my, God. Trey. Tell me you didn’t really think that.”
He nodded. “I did. What can I say? I was young. Not very worldly.”
“And a moron. I don’t know whether to yell at you or hit you.”
“Why don’t you kiss me instead?” And he reached for her before she could say yes or no.
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IT WASN’T UNTIL EDDIE WORTH hit the kitchen at dawn on Monday morning that he realized Cardin hadn’t spent the night at home.
Ever since she’d moved back, and Delta had taken herself off to live in their daughter’s apartment, Cardin had come downstairs each night for a glass of chocolate milk before bed.
And each day before leaving for Headlights, Eddie rinsed her glass, put it in the dishwasher, and returned the squeeze bottle of Hershey’s syrup she always left out to the fridge.
Cardin was completely capable of cleaning up after herself, and when it came to the rest of her dishes, her laundry, and her rooms upstairs, she did. Hell, half the time she cleaned up after him and his father, too.
Jeb was the worst about leaving tools and scraps of wiring and electrical connectors lying around. Cardin gathered it all into a bushel basket by the back door for him to haul to the garage when he headed that way every morning.
And Eddie would have to plead guilty to kicking off his shoes wherever he happened to be when his leg started giving him hell. Cardin never complained the way her mother had. She put his shoes where they belonged, and told him how lucky they were that his accident hadn’t been worse.
No, Cardin wasn’t the one who was a slob. Her leaving her glass for him to rinse and the chocolate syrup for him to put away, was her telling him she remembered how as a child she would come to the kitchen and ask for a drink in the middle of the night.
A lifelong insomniac, Eddie had used the time while his father and wife slept to spoil his only child in a way he knew couldn’t be healthy. But having Cardin on his lap, sipping her chocolate milk while he read the news from the day’s paper aloud, had been the favorite part of his day.
Knowing she still held dear their secret had made the reason she was home again easier to bear. He missed his wife. Goddamn but he missed his wife.
It had taken every bit of his willpower this morning not to pick up the phone and call Delta to tell her their daughter had spent the night with Whip. He’d decided against it. He and Delta might be in agreement that the romance was not a good idea. But Eddie knew for a fact his wife would tell him not to do what he was doing—picking up breakfast for three from Pammy Mercer’s bakery before driving out to the Davis place to say good morning to his kid.
He pulled into the parking lot of Pammy’s Petals at the same time as Alex Morgan drove up in the Gran Torino she’d been restoring in her spare time. Soon enough, he figured, the body would look as good as the horses under the hood sounded.
Alex was the daughter of George who owned the garage where the fight between Eddie’s father and Whip’s father had happened. George was good to put up with Jeb hanging around to talk cars.
Alex smiled as Eddie rounded the front of his Dodge Charger. “I haven’t seen you at the track since the accident. You doing okay these days?”
“I’m good. Thanks for asking.” And for not mentioning it had been almost a year since his injury. He’d got tired of Delta nagging about the very same thing, his becoming a homebody, a hermit. Then she’d quit nagging. Then she’d left. “I keep pretty busy in the kitchen. Not much time for anything else.”
Alex reached up and smoothed the bandana tied around her long blonde hair. “Rumor has it that Jeb asked Whip Davis to drive for him in the Moonshine Run.”
“Really.” Eddie took a minute to open the door and usher Alex inside. He used the same minute to wonder why his father had shared nothing of his plans. Maybe the same reason your wife left you, you ass. You’re not the nicest guy to be around these days. “Jeb’s probably the biggest fan Corley Motors has, so that’ll be a treat.”
Breathing in a head rush of warm sugar and yeast, Eddie walked with Alex across the pink and white tiled floor to the counter where pastries, brownies and cookies were on display. Before Alex could respond, Pammy Mercer appeared to take their orders.
A schoolmate of both Alex and Cardin, the pint-sized bakery owner wore a cap shaped like her huge trademark daisy on the top of her head. “Eddie Worth! And Alex Morgan! I can’t believe you two workaholics are out and about at the same time. What can I get you?”
Eddie gestured for Alex to go first. “I need three dozen donuts. Mixed. But a lot of cream-filled for Tater.”
Pammy nodded, her head-hugging auburn curls bouncing, and jotted the order on a ticket that matched the green and white stripes of the apron she wore. “Feeding the boys at the garage this morning?”
Alex shoved her hands in the pockets of her denim overalls and grimaced. “I bet the shop on Friday that Butch Corley wouldn’t get close to Tony Schumacher’s time during the Farron Fuels. I lost, so donuts are on me.”
Eddie’s laugh sounded more like a snort. “You bet against Whip Davis’s tuning formula?”
“Right? What was I thinking?”
Pammy turned her attention to Eddie. “And you, Eddie Worth? Did you bet against Whip Davis, too?”
He should have bet Delta that nothing they said was going to keep their daughter away from Whip, but since they were in agreement in that regard, the odds wouldn’t have been worth the gamble. “Nah, I just need a half dozen Danishes. Cream cheese and apple cinnamon will do.”
“Coming right up,” Pammy said with a slap to the top of the glass case. She headed into the back, leaving Eddie to look around the bakery that reminded him of the fairy-tale castle five-year-old Cardin had begged for so her princesses wouldn’t have to sleep on the floor.
And here twenty years later, she was the one sleeping on the floor—or so he assumed, doubting there was much in the way of furniture left in the Davis house—with a man Eddie just knew was going to break her heart.
Once he had the box of Danishes and Pammy’s special blend coffee to go, he made the drive to Whip’s family home in less than fifteen minutes. The Davis’ property was on the other side of Dahlia than the Worth’s, but nothing in the small town was more than a stone’s throw away.
When he pulled onto the gravel drive, he saw Jeb’s truck parked in front of the crew cab dualie Whip drove, and the two kids sitting on the porch, coffee mugs in hand.
Cardin had never been a morning person, and looked sleepy, he noticed, braking to a stop not far from where they’d both hopped down. And Whip appeared to have been hard at work already.
Eddie wasn’t sure why that made him feel better, but it did. The thought that he could’ve caught them otherwise engaged had him almost regretting this visit.
But only almost.
He swung his bad left leg out first, then gingerly pushed up to stand. Once upright, the pins keeping things in place gave him little discomfort. He set the coffee and pastries on the hood of his car, and called out, “I come bearing breakfast.”
“Daddy, what are you doing here?” Cardin asked, walking toward him after a quick glance passed between her and Whip who followed.
Eddie blew across his cup before taking a sip. “I told you. I brought breakfast. I figured with the Farron Fuels taking up most of the weekend, that Whip here wouldn’t have had time to lay in much in the way of groceries.”
“I laid in a few,” Whip said, holding his mug in one hand and pouring the contents of one disposable cup into it with the other. “We had coffee, but only a fool would say no to Pammy’s blend. Or to anything she bakes.”
Eddie reached for a Danish, as Whip added sugar and cream to his cup, and gestured toward his daughter with the pastry. “Cardin? I’ve never known you to say no to Pammy’s, either.”
She didn’t look happy, but she dipped into the box as Whip did, and the two shared a look that had Eddie’s chest aching as they came up holding two sides of the same one.
Whip was the gentleman and let it go. “You a cream cheese fan, too?”
“It’s my fave,” Cardin said, biting in without a word to Eddie for remembering.
He grabbed a napkin and licked his fingertips before wiping the glazed sugar away. “I ran into Alex Morgan at Pammy’s. She told me Jeb asked you to drive White Lightning in the Moonshine Run.”
His mouth full, Whip nodded, taking a swallow of coffee before he spoke. “He came out to the track late Sunday while we were making ready to roll out. He asked if I’d take a look, see what I thought about running it on the track.”
“I had no idea he’d even entered this year,” Cardin said to Eddie. “I thought he’d retire the car, maybe even sell it since you can’t drive anymore.”
Oh, he could drive. As long as he could take his time getting in and out of the vehicle, and didn’t have to worry about getting clear in the case of flipping or flames.
Eddie finished off his coffee. “He’s been working on the car since last year, so I’m not surprised he went looking for someone to drive it. Just surprised he didn’t say anything. And that he waited so long. The race is only a couple of weeks away.” Eddie stared into his empty cup, at the few grounds clinging to the Styrofoam. “I swear, the older Jeb gets, the worse he is about sharing any of what he’s thinking.”
At that, Whip turned to face him. “Speaking of that, I don’t guess he ever said much about what went down with my father before you stepped in to stop the fight, did he?”
“Not a word,” Eddie told the younger man, wondering if he would have divulged the truth had he known.
After all, accident or not, Whip’s father had ruined Eddie’s life. And now Whip was doing his damnedest to continue the family tradition by ruining Cardin’s.
And nothing about it looked like an accident. “Would’ve been nice to know what I sacrificed my leg for besides a couple of tempers, but my dad’s never said a word, and your dad’s…”
“Dead,” Whip filled in. “My dad’s dead.”
“And my dad can really be a jerk sometimes,” Cardin added, narrowing her eyes and glaring at Eddie, all righteous indignation as she moved closer to Whip.
Taking sides already. Eddie figured at this point there wasn’t anyone he cared about that he hadn’t pissed off. That didn’t mean he was going to step out of his daughter’s life and watch her make a magnificent mistake—no matter the cloud of tension swirling thicker here than any morning fog hanging over the ridge.
He closed up the pastry box, then moved it from the hood of his car to the hood of Jeb’s borrowed truck. “I’ll let you kids get back to your packing and cleaning, and head on to work myself.”
“I’m sorry, Daddy. You’re not a jerk. I shouldn’t have said that.” Cardin stepped in front of him, putting a stop to his leaving. “Especially after you went to all this trouble to bring us food.”
Pammy’s baked goods. Best served with a side of humble pie. Eddie dropped a kiss to the top of Cardin’s head and stepped back. “I’m the one with apologies to make. Yeah, I’m angry about what went down between Aubrey and Jeb, but I’m alive. I can deal with the pain and the limitations. Like you, though,” he said to Whip, “not knowing what I stepped into isn’t sitting well a year later.”
Whip shook his head, frustration etched in the grooves around his eyes, his hair catching the collar of his shirt. “Whatever it was sent my dad into his last spiral. I’m not saying it was anyone’s fault but his own. I just want to know what happened to put him there.”
“Even if you find out,” Eddie assured him, seeing too much guilt on the younger man’s face, “it doesn’t mean you could’ve put a stop to your dad’s fall.”
“I can accept that. I have a harder time accepting there’s a puzzle piece I might never find.”
Eddie had sworn that he’d never press his father for the truth, that Jeb would have to make that move on his own.
But Eddie had never considered that Whip had suffered collateral damage, too. They were the two left hurting. He wasn’t going to make any promises, but helping Whip find closure wouldn’t kill him.
Especially since the look on his daughter’s face said she was up to her eyeballs involved. “If Jeb gets a hair and starts spilling his guts I’ll definitely let you know.”
“That’s good enough. Thank you, sir.”
He slapped Whip on the shoulder. “Just Eddie. No sir required.”
“Thank you, Eddie.”
“Thank you, Daddy.” Cardin rubbed his arm, then raised up on her tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek. “I love you.”
“I love you, too,” he said, before leaning close and whispering for her hearing alone, “But I’m still gonna hurt him bad if he breaks your heart.”
Before Cardin had time to respond, Eddie heard Whip clear his throat. “Listen, Eddie. Do you think Cardin and I could talk to you and Mrs. Worth tonight? At Headlights? I can be there by the time Cardin gets off work.”
Eddie didn’t have to see the color rise in Cardin’s face to know what was going on. And what was going on was something he wasn’t happy about at all. At least he had a good twelve hours warning. “Sure. We’ll be there.”
And before anyone else said anything else to ruin the rest of his day, he climbed into his Charger and left.


11

“WHAT IN THE WORLD did you just do?”
As Cardin’s father’s car disappeared in a plume of gravel dust and exhaust, Trey put his coffee cup next to the box of pastries on the hood of her grandfather’s truck and headed back to the barn.
He left her with a grin he was certain would rile her further. “Hey, if we’re going to be engaged, we’re going to have to tell people. The sooner the better, don’t you think?”
“Don’t you think for something as important as announcing our engagement you might have checked with me first?” she called from behind him.
“I thought we were on the same page here.” Though the one he’d just turned told Trey to seal this deal now—before her father made sure it never happened, and he never learned anything about the fight.
“We are on the same page” came her voice from farther away than before. “Though you’re obviously reading faster than I am.”
“I figured you’d like a husband who stayed one step ahead of you.” He picked up the rusted pump he’d dropped earlier and walked into the barn.
Her feet scuffed over the hard-packed earth as she hurried to catch him. “Not if it means I have to walk one step behind.”
“And all this time I thought that’s where a woman’s place was.”
“Only if you’re of the male chauvinist persuasion,” she said, following him into the darkness of the barn.
He stopped, turned, and caught her before she slammed into him. “Hey, I’ve been out of the relationship game for a while. In fact, the longest one I’ve had has been with Butch and the guys.”
“That scares me.”
Trey laughed. He loved discovering that she was a good sport, that she had a sense of humor. That her mind was as incredible as her mouth. “This is probably a good time to finishing getting our story straight.”
“Right,” she said, swatting away a dust web. “Don’t want to get caught in a lie before we even get this thing off the ground.”
He figured she would see things his way. “Okay then,” he began, crossing his arms as he leaned against the workbench he’d been cleaning off earlier. “Last year when I was here for the Farron Fuels, did you show up for the race? Could we have got together then?”
“Oh, yeah. It’s always been a huge family affair. Up until now anyway. Last year Eddie and my mother were still living together, and he and Jeb weren’t at odds.”
And then came the fight that nobody seemed to know anything about, because the only one alive who did wasn’t talking. “Your dad looks like he’s getting around pretty good. How bad is his leg?”
From the workbench, Cardin picked up a baseball in one hand, and a conch shell Trey had never seen in the other. “Bad enough that he can’t drive for Jeb anymore.”
“And that’s a strain between them?”
“It shouldn’t be. Jeb should be happy that his son has two working legs, not out of sorts because Eddie’s bad one keeps him from racing.”
Trey took the conch shell from her hand, tossing it into the burn barrel. “Wonder why Jeb never raced himself.”
“Same reason he never became a lawman.” She popped the baseball up and down in her palm. “The shrapnel he took in Korea. He has to be able to sit or move when he needs to.”
“Too bad. Dahlia could’ve benefited being served by someone like Jeb, instead of Henry Buell.”
“That, too, but I was thinking his own injury should make him more sympathetic to Eddie’s situation.”
Trey snagged the baseball midair. “Yeah, but parents tend to be harder on their kids when it comes to flaws they see in themselves.”
“That would make sense if this was about his beating his wife and kicking the dog,” she argued, her frustration evident. “Eddie couldn’t help what happened to him anymore than Jeb could. In fact, if Eddie hadn’t stepped in, Jeb might’ve been the one to…uh, take the fall.”
“Been the one my father clocked, you mean,” Trey said, striving for neutrality and hoping she would understand—and forgive—any anger that slipped through.
Her only response was to nod. “I know it was an accident. Everyone says it was. Even Eddie. I don’t blame your father. But like you, I guess, it would be nice to know what happened. To make sense of it all. Because having my family fall apart doesn’t make a lick of it.”
Trey took a deep breath, letting the baseball roll down the workbench and off the end to the ground. “What about with your mother? What happened between Eddie and Delta?”
“I don’t even know really, though I’d say it started with communication. They stopped talking. Or when they did talk, it was nothing but Delta bitching, or Eddie being a dick.”
Trey smiled to himself. “Not particularly conducive to a good relationship.”
“Of any sort. Parent to child, me being the child. Employer to employee, me being the employee. Even their friends have been steering clear.”
“Then we’ll have to make communication a number one priority. We don’t want that happening to us.”
Cardin snorted, then laughed as she grabbed up the baseball and lobbed it at him. “You’re really getting into this, aren’t you?”
He tossed it back. “Are you kidding? After last night?”
This time she blushed, running her thumb over the stitching that had faded from red to brown. “Speaking of which, I’d like to know how you expect me to sit and talk to my parents about us getting married after…all of that.”
All of that. It made him laugh. “You think we wouldn’t have slept together by now if we were really getting married? That you wouldn’t be seeing your parents with them knowing that?”
“Well, no,” she said, hesitating as if she hadn’t given it much thought.
He was beginning to wonder if she’d given any thought at all to this plan. “Are you sure you’re up to playing this part?”
“It’s either play this one or go on playing daughter on the verge of a nervous breakdown.”
“And you don’t want to do that anymore, right?”
“If I have to do it another day, I’m going to go insane.” She pitched the baseball into the trash; the barrel rang when it hit. “You saw Eddie this morning. Mr. Mood Swing himself.”
He wrapped his arms around her waist and brought her close to his body. “Then maybe we should run some lines. Or block some action. Whatever will help you get into the role.”
“I thought we were supposed to be cleaning out the barn,” she said, though she did slide her hands around his neck and lace her fingers there.
He slipped his fingers into the waistband of her jeans and beneath the elastic of her bikini panties. “It’s probably a good time for a break.”
She wiggled against him, faking a frown. “A break. We haven’t even done any work yet. At this rate, you won’t finish up in time to get back with your team this year.”
“Then I hope you’re ready for a long engagement,” he said, cutting off any reply she would have made with a kiss.
She squirmed beneath his questing, greedy hands, her body pressing fully against him bringing his to life in a heartbeat. Touching her made him hard. His tongue in her mouth made him hard. Hell, just thinking about her made him stiffen like a fossilized tree trunk.
Such had been the case for more years than he could remember, even before Tater’s party. His holding her there against the wall and breathing her in had just been the icing on that cake.
She moved her hands to his face, holding him while she caught and tugged at his lower lip, biting him gently, groaning as she did. He groaned as well, tucking her hips into his, showing her how powerfully crazy he wanted her.
And it seemed she wanted him, too, parting the two sides of his shirt and burying her face against his chest. She licked, she kissed, she nipped softly. He swallowed hard, and stopped her from doing anything more, holding the both of them still while he found his control. And then he swept her up in his arms. She gasped, and then she giggled.
She was still giggling three minutes later when he kicked open the front door and tumbled with her to the sleeping bags stacked together on the floor.
This time they only bothered getting rid of their pants. Trey worked his down to his ankles. Cardin pulled just one leg free from hers, and then he was sheathed and inside of her, riding her, grinding against her without either one of them saying a word. Their breathing was heavy, the room was still.
He heard his own heartbeat, heard Cardin’s whimpers as she wiggled to adjust her body beneath his. She found the place she wanted to be. He found the rhythm she needed. They rocked together, panting, grunting, his cock sliding in and out easily, lubed by her moisture.
Her hands gripped his shoulders and held on tight. Her heels dug into his ass. Her pussy grabbed him, tugged, pulled, milked him for all he was worth. He wasn’t going to be able to hold back with all of that going on.
He told himself to wait. He thought of all the things in the barn he needed to do. He thought of ways to get more speed out of Butch Corley’s dragster. But the woman beneath him made it hard to think of anything but her for long.
When she cried out, he focused on taking her as high as he could. And once she was there, he followed, exploding…
Trey wondered as he came down from the blast if they really were doing nothing but scratching an itch. Or if all this time the attraction between them had been something more.
And what he was going to do about it—since he suspected that he couldn’t walk away and leave her here again.
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THE FOUR TO EIGHT SHIFT at Headlights was pretty much Cardin’s favorite to work. Teens came in after school for cokes, French fries, shakes and flirting. Families came in wanting a quick meal before heading off to sporting events, science fairs or band competitions.
That time period covered the regular dinner hour as well, whether folks were eating at five or at seven. She stayed busy, and staying busy kept her from thinking too much. It also made the time fly. So before she knew it, she was looking at eight o’clock—and at her mother who’d gone home earlier walking back through the door.
Delta caught her eye, curiously condemning, then headed for a far corner table, one out of the way of the dinner crowd, one the other waitresses would know to avoid. Cardin didn’t know if she was up to waiting with her mother for the men.
But she did know Delta would want a Diet Coke, so she scooped up ice, filled the tumbler and carried it to the table where she set it down and added a straw, avoiding meeting—though not avoiding feeling—her mother’s probing gaze.
Before she could make her escape, however, her father joined them. She couldn’t look at him either, so she turned to go, saying, “I’ve got to clock out. I’ll be right back.”
Eddie grabbed her wrist before she’d taken a step. “Sit down, Cardin. Tell your mother and me what’s going on.”
“I’d rather wait for Trey.”
“And we’d rather hear it from you,” Delta said, jabbing her straw into the tightly packed ice keeping her drink a whole lot cooler than her mood.
Cardin was stuck. It would do her no good to argue that the boss wouldn’t want her talking until she was off the clock when it was the boss telling her to sit.
She slid onto the bench across the table from her parents, wishing Trey were here. Wishing, strangely enough, that the lie they were about to tell was not one. Having him on her side right now, for better or for the worst she was facing, held a definitely tempting appeal.
The only thing she could think of to say was, “What do you want to hear?”
Her mother looked at her father. He looked back, then down at the picnic table’s scarred surface. Neon red light from the Coors sign overhead glinted off his black hair. He picked at a gouge in the wood. He cleared his throat. “If you and Whip had something to tell us, why didn’t you mention it when you asked for the schedule change?”
Oh, good. Something she and Trey had already discussed. “He hasn’t had a free minute since he got here on Thursday. I wasn’t going to say anything to you guys until we’d had a chance to talk.”
“This has been going on a while then,” her mother said, toying with her straw, no doubt wishing it were a sharp object.
Cardin wondered who it was Delta most wanted to stab—her husband, her daughter, or herself. “For about a year, yes.”
Eddie’s head snapped up. “Then you lied to us when we asked if there was something between you two.”
“No, what I told you was that I wasn’t going to let him break my heart.”
“Maybe you should’ve thought about how you’re breaking ours,” Delta came back with.
Cardin looked from her mother to her father, making sure she had both her parents’ attention. “And maybe the two of you should think about what you’ve done to mine with this ridiculous estrangement.”
The tension at the table was so thick, not a single knife in Eddie’s kitchen would’ve been able to slice it through. Cardin didn’t know how long they sat there, silent, but when Trey arrived with a pitcher of beer and four frosted mugs moments later, it took everything she had not to throw herself into his arms—not as his fiancée, but as a woman at the end of her rope.
“You guys been waiting long?” he asked, settling in beside her and dropping an arm around her waist. He leaned over and kissed her cheek, giving her a quick wink before he went about pouring the beer.
If she hadn’t already proposed to him, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to stop herself from doing so now. Though she hated feeling as if she needed a rescue, he made a damn fine white knight.
“I haven’t even clocked out yet, but the bosses don’t seem to mind,” Cardin teased, her joke falling flat.
She knew that when her mother said, “When payroll cuts your next check, she’ll remember exactly what time you finished for the night.”
Oh, yeah. This was going well. Cardin reached for the mug Trey set in front of her instead of responding to Delta’s jab.
Trey looked around the table. “So what has Cardin told you so far?”
Delta was the one to respond. “Only that she lied to us not twenty-four hours ago about anything going on with you two.”
He glanced over. Cardin swallowed more beer.
“It’s been hard to keep it secret,” he said, his voice gentle, his tone low, nearly intimate, taking her back to the hours before she’d come to work, hours when they hadn’t done any cleaning or packing at all. Her body heated at the thought, only to cool as her father cursed beneath his breath.
“I’d say you’ve done a damn fine job of keeping it a secret,” Eddie muttered. “Cardin hasn’t said a thing this entire year.”
Trey gave her thigh a reassuring pat. “That’s my girl.”
“So we’ve just discovered,” Delta said, exchanging her diet soda for the alcohol.
“Mr. Worth. Eddie. Mrs. Worth,” Trey began, and Cardin felt as if she’d swallowed a hornet’s nest and was being stung to death from the inside. “I know this comes out of the blue, and if I’d had a way to give you a heads-up, I would have. But I would very much like your permission to marry your daughter.”
If the mood earlier had been heavy and depressing, the one that followed Trey’s request was worse. Neither one of her parents said a word. They looked from Trey to her to each other. They drank their beer. They stared at the table. They shifted restlessly on their bench.
Enough. This was ridiculous. Cardin reached out and took hold of their hands. “Mom. Dad. You can’t ignore this. I know it’s a shock. I know it’s not what you may want for me. But I’m very very happy to be with Trey.”
“Oh, sweetie.” Delta squeezed Cardin’s fingers. “It’s not that we don’t want this for you. Of course we want you to find someone and fall in love.”
“That someone is right here, Mom. He’s asked you for my hand.” Even saying that gave Cardin chills.
“And I’m willing to answer any questions you might have,” Trey put in. “Fire away.”
“All right,” Delta said, giving him her full attention. “You’re on the road all year, Whip. Are you planning to take her with you? Or are you planning to travel alone and leave her behind?”
Trey didn’t even hesitate. “She’ll be with me every day. I’m not going to let her out of my sight.”
Cardin cringed. No doubt one of her parents would twist that into some sort of disturbed possessiveness.
“She’ll live in a motor home, then? Or in a motel?” Delta paused for a heartbeat. “She won’t have a house of her own?”
“No, Mrs. Worth. I didn’t say that. Of course she’ll have a house.”
“Where?”
“Wherever she wants it. Right here is fine.”
“I thought you were selling your place and cutting your ties with Dahlia.”
Trey took a deep breath. “I’m selling the house I grew up in. That doesn’t mean I can’t buy or build another here for her.”
“Just not for you,” Eddie added.
Cardin couldn’t stay out of it any longer. “Of course it will be for him, too, Daddy. When it’s time. For now, though, being with Trey is all that matters. Whether that’s traveling in a motor home, or staying in motel rooms. I don’t care.”
“What kind of life is that, Cardin?”
When Trey stiffened beside her, Cardin bit her tongue and let him answer.
“Excuse me, sir, but it’s the one I live now, and I think it’s a pretty damn good one.”
“She’s my little girl,” Eddie said, his eyes darkening.
“And I respect that. But she’s also a woman. One who has consented to be my wife.”
“Wouldn’t that make this asking permission thing a sham?”
“I proposed to Trey, Daddy.” Cardin swore her head was about to pop. “He’s the one who insisted we talk to you and Mom.”
Eddie sat straight, crossing his arms over his chest. “Then I guess if you’ve made up your mind, there’s nothing much we can say.”
“You can give Trey your blessing,” she told her father, feeling some of Trey’s tension drain.
“I don’t mean to be a disappointment to you, sir.”
“Oh, Whip. You’re not a disappointment,” Cardin’s mother finally said. “This just came out of the blue. And, no, a life on the road is not exactly what we would have chosen for our daughter. But it isn’t our choice, is it? As long as you make her happy…”
“That much I can guarantee you.”
“In that case, I only have one other question.”
Cardin waited, waited, thought she might throw up.
“Do you love her?”
One thing they hadn’t talked about. Love. Cardin had assumed her parents would accept that as a given. She looked from her mother to Trey who had turned his gaze on her. She had no idea what he was going to say. No idea what she wanted to hear.
When he smiled, his dimples nearly killed her. “I have to say after a year of being apart, these last twenty-four hours have been the best of my life.”
Cardin swallowed. She couldn’t speak. She knew he wasn’t declaring his love for her, that he was only talking about the sex, but the look in his eyes left her breathless, left her wishing that he loved her as much as she loved him. Because she did. She loved him. She loved him.
“That’s not what her mother asked you, Whip,” Eddie said. “She asked you if you love our daughter.”
It didn’t matter that they were lying about everything else, Cardin was not going to put this burden on Trey. She looked at him, smiled, and covered his hand with hers. “He loves me. And I love him. I wouldn’t have asked him to marry me if I wasn’t sure of his feelings.”
Delta reached to touch Cardin’s hand where it lay on top of Trey’s, and held Eddie’s with her free one, glancing at him as if to say, This is the man our daughter has chosen. There is nothing we can do.
It made Cardin sad, but it also pissed her off. Even if she wasn’t really marrying Trey, he was a good man. He deserved better than this from her parents. “Don’t look so glum, Mom. You and Dad may not have been able to weather the hard times, but Trey and I will be fine.”
At that, Delta stiffened, pulled her hand away and looked to Eddie for support. Good. That was what Cardin wanted. Getting her parents working together was the whole point of this deception. She would dig at them as often and as hard as she needed to see it happen.
Eddie said nothing, simply returning Delta’s gaze. Cardin could see, however, that he was biting his tongue. She scrambled for something more to pressure them with, but at the moment was all lied out.
At the last minute, Trey saved her. “I don’t know if the rest of you have eaten, but I’ve got to have some dinner. My treat.”
“I’ve been here twelve hours,” Eddie said, shaking his head. “I’m going to head on home. Thanks for the offer, though.”
“Anytime.”
Eddie splayed his hands flat on the table as if to push up, but stopped, his gaze traveling from Cardin to Trey and back. And then he held out his hand to Trey. “You take good care of her.”
“I will, sir,” Trey said, clasping Eddie’s hand solidly and giving it a firm shake. “You can count on it.”
Nodding, Eddie got to his feet. Delta followed. Trey stood as well, leaving Cardin uncertain what to do—until she caught her mother’s eye. “Aren’t you going to go put in an order for Whip’s dinner?”
“Oh, sure,” Cardin said, climbing off the bench, already a domestic goddess failure. “What’ll you have?”
“Whatever you’re going to have,” he told her. “Because you have to eat, too. We’ve still got a lot of work to do in the barn before we can even think about turning in.”
Since all they’d done in the barn today was play ball. She started to walk by him, but he caught her and held her close, planting a quick kiss on her cheek, leaving her flustered and her face heated.
With Sandy Larabie, Cardin’s parents and the rest of the dining room looking on, Trey had just staked his claim publicly, leaving no doubt about the nature of their relationship.
Cardin wasn’t sure she’d make it to the kitchen without fainting. Was there anything more stressful than telling a lie?
She put in a rush order for two bacon cheeseburger baskets, then for the next ten minutes hid out in a restroom stall. She didn’t want to be grilled by Sandy, or be caught staring at her parents and Trey, wondering what they were talking about, what questions they were asking him, what holes in their story Cardin had left that Trey was now having to fill.
She sat there on the toilet lid, and buried her face in her hands, listening as two little girls came in, giggling and whispering before flushing, chattering while washing their hands. She wanted to tell them to enjoy being ten years old. That being twenty-five sucked.
The truth, of course, was that her age had nothing to do with anything. What sucked was telling the people she loved most a big fat lie—especially when the lie itself felt as good as this one was feeling.
Before Cardin made the mistake of taking that thought any further, she shored herself up and returned to the kitchen, picking up her order and carrying the food to Trey. He was sitting alone now, frowning, and running the pad of one finger over a gouge in the table much as her father had done.
This time she sat across from him rather than at his side. “I’m sensing some regret here.”
A grin tugged at one side of his mouth. “I’m not sure regret’s the right word. I’m just trying to figure out how much trouble I’m in. Your parents weren’t exactly happy.”
She slid their burger baskets off the serving tray and set it aside, then picked up a fresh cut steak fry and ate it. “You don’t need to worry about being in any trouble. I’m the one who’ll have to clean up the mess.”
“Cardin,” he began, but she cut him off.
“I started it, Trey. I’ll finish it. All you have to do is play along.”
He bit into his burger, chewed thoughtfully and swallowed, while she toyed with another fry. “I’m still trying to figure out what made me the bad guy.”
“Besides the fact that you’re bedding me?”
Trey arched a brow. “You really think anyone else would’ve got the same treatment? That this was just about our sleeping together?”
He was right. It wasn’t. Her parents had reacted to her fraternizing with the enemy—exactly as she’d planned. “Sorry.”
“Yeah. That’s what I thought.” He shook his head, then bit into his burger again.
For a moment she considered taking it all back, offering him a way out, telling the whole truth to her parents. Just as quickly, the moment passed.
Making Trey comfortable wasn’t her objective. And even as the thought crossed her mind, she gave herself a bitch slap. He was doing her a huge favor. She should care about his feelings—and for even bigger reasons she wasn’t ready to voice.
She looked up from her own basket of food to make him the offer, but held her tongue when she saw Tater Rawls standing right behind, his thick strawberry blonde hair tousled, a wicked gleam in his eye.
He held a finger to his lips to shush her, then brought both of his hands down hard on Trey’s shoulders. “What the hell, man? You’re sticking in town and you don’t even tell your homeboy hello?”
“Goddamn you Tater Rawls.” Trey reached for his napkin to clean up the food he’d spit all over the place. “Give a guy some warning, would ya?”
“How the hell ya been?” Tater asked, straddling the bench on Trey’s side of the table, the two men shaking hands.
Cardin knew she wasn’t going to eat the rest of her food, so she slid it across to Trey’s best friend.
“Are you sure?” he asked. “I mean, I ate in back with Sandy before she clocked in, but I can always eat more.”
“Then eat it. I’m going to duck out and let you and Trey catch up.” Tater showing up like this gave her a chance to stop at home and shower, though sneaking upstairs without getting a grilling from Eddie was going to be tough.
“I’ll see you later then,” Trey said, grabbing her wrist and pulling her across the table for a kiss.
“Hey, hey, now. What’s all this?” Tater asked, wrapping his hands around Cardin’s burger and biting a quarter away.
“I guess you’ll be hearing soon enough,” Trey said, giving her a wink as he sat back down. “Cardin and I are engaged.”
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“YOU AND CARDIN WORTH? Engaged? What the hell?” Tater asked, having held his questions until he and Trey were alone. “Sounds like this is going to require a lot more explanation than we’ve got time for tonight, bro.”
Trey had watched Cardin leave, then taken a bite of his burger and a gulp of his beer, ignoring the look of astonishment on Tater’s face. The other man’s doubts, however, he couldn’t ignore. Not when Tater had been a rock through most of Trey’s life.
The fact that he had made the blow sting all the more. “I figured you of all people would be happy for me. For us.”
“I didn’t say I wasn’t happy.” Tater paused as if wanting to make sure this time he was heard. “All I said was, what the hell? I mean, who wouldn’t be happy?”
“Try the only other people we’ve told,” Trey said, annoyed at too many things to name.
“I’m going to guess that’s her folks.”
“Bin-go.” Trey reached for the pitcher to refill his mug. Tater reached for the one Cardin had left, shrugging an apology for taking something that belonged to Trey’s woman.
Trey’s woman. He liked the way that sounded. He liked it a lot. “Yeah. Eddie and Delta weren’t too thrilled, though they finally gave us their blessing…”
Tater sputtered. “If you actually asked them, you’re a braver soul than I.”
Huh? “Why wouldn’t I ask?”
“I’m not saying you shouldn’t. But knowing her parents have been through a lot…” Gathering his thoughts, Tater screwed his mouth to one side, a motion that left him looking like a strawberry blond and freckled Popeye. “Did what Cardin tell you match up with the reality of how bad things are between them?”
Trey had to say no. So far, he hadn’t seen much—if any—of the conflict between them that had driven Cardin to these lengths. “Not really, but then I’ve spent most of my time here with her. I gotta say, though, they did a pretty damn good job of taking sides against us.”
Which was exactly what Cardin had wanted. Trey wondered if she was celebrating their response, or feeling as beat up as he was.
“Man, I don’t get that at all.” Tater swooped three fries through the pool of ketchup he’d poured and scarfed them down like a starving man—not one weighing the same one-eighty he had when they’d hit the football field as seniors. “I would think their siding together would be both of them jumping for joy, you know? What parents wouldn’t want you for a son-in-law?”
That gave Trey a chuckle. “Thanks, but I can see where they’re coming from, too. Life on the road isn’t for everyone.”
“It seems to suit you okay. You don’t get back but once a year to say hello.”
Did it suit him? Trey wondered. Or was it just what he did because he loved the work? And why was he even asking himself these questions? He and Cardin weren’t really engaged. They weren’t going to be living on the road, or anywhere together.
He was getting worked up over a relationship that wasn’t going to have any real impact on his life. Except it already had. Over and over. Time after time. Starting in high school, long before that night when he’d leaned her into the wall, and growing so strong that when she’d come to see him the other morning in the pits, he’d felt it like the slam of a knee to his midsection.
“So,” Tater started, between bites. “When did you guys finally hook up? And why the big hush?”
Trey pushed the rest of his burger aside, wiped his hands, and thought long and hard about telling Tater the truth, but knew he couldn’t do that to Cardin. And as raw as he was feeling right now, as exposed and unsettled, this wasn’t a good time to be making decisions that he might later regret.
He went with their well-rehearsed story. “Last year. At the Farron Fuels.”
“What? You’ve been having phone sex all this time or something? Because I know you haven’t been back.”
His father had been living in Ohio when he’d passed, and nothing else would’ve brought Trey to Dahlia. “We’ve kept in touch by phone, yeah. And e-mail. And text messaging.”
“Not my idea of a relationship, but whatever flips your switch.”
Since Tater had opened the door…“And your idea of a relationship is to date Sandy Larabie?”
Tater laughed weakly. “It’s all in good fun, man.”
So Tater’s romance was as much of a lie as Trey’s. “Does Sandy know that?”
“It’s not like that,” Tater said, shaking his head. “We’re just helping each other out. You know how these things are.”
Trey knew all too well. Which made it even more interesting that the rumors of Tater and Sandy’s romance had no more veracity than the ones which would soon be swirling about him and Cardin. “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do.”
“That’s about the size of it,” his friend said, polishing off the rest of the food in the basket Cardin had given him.
Trey wanted to ask what exactly was going on with the lanky goofball who’d been his best friend throughout school. But this wasn’t the time or place, and he figured they didn’t have enough beer for that conversation anyway.
Besides, even had they wanted to go there, Jeb Worth stopping by the table just then put a stop to all but shop talk.
He held his cowboy hat by the brim with both hands, and if his white shirt had had a badge pinned above the pocket, he couldn’t have looked more like a lawman. “You boys mind if I join you?”
“Not at all, sir,” Trey answered, though the older man had already settled across the table.
Wasting no time, he turned his attention to Trey. “Have you made up your mind?”
Apparently, this was Trey’s day to be put on the spot. “Like I said yesterday, I’m going to have to take a look at the car first.”
“What’s this?” Tater asked, his gaze moving curiously from one man to the other. “What am I missing out on here?”
Though he spoke to Tater, Jeb kept his sharp gray gaze on Trey. “I asked Whip to drive White Lightning in the Moonshine Run.”
“No kidding.” Tater’s hangdog expression gained him no sympathy from Trey. “If I was the type to feel sorry for myself, I’d have to dub this nobody tells me anything day.”
Trey cringed. He and Cardin hadn’t yet mentioned the engagement to her grandfather. He waited for Jeb to prod Tater for more, but the older man’s focus was adamant. “You need to come out to the house. Take a look. The race is in a couple of weeks.”
“Then how about tomorrow afternoon? Between three and four? I can head over about the same time Cardin leaves for work.”
“What’s Cardin got to do with anything?”
Tater let out a loud whoop and smacked his hand against the table so hard, both his and Trey’s food baskets hopped, and the two inches of beer left in the pitcher sloshed from side to side. “Then I’m not the only one who didn’t know.”
“Know what?” Jeb asked, and Trey could only shake his head.
Tater slapped him on the shoulder. “Ol’ Whip here’s about to become your grandson-in-law.”
 
DELTA LET EDDIE TALK HER into following him home. She would’ve felt a whole lot better about coming here if it wasn’t just the bad times that had them looking to each other for strength. Why did it take this unsettling news, this…mess to turn their conversations civil again?
It wasn’t even yet ten o’clock, she realized, climbing the steps to where Eddie stood waiting, backed into the screen door and holding the front one open with his hand, and yet she felt like she could fall asleep on a dime. She chalked it up to the rollercoaster of feelings that had scooped her up yesterday and hadn’t yet set her back on her feet.
Oh, who was she kidding? Exhaustion had been her constant companion since Eddie’s accident over a year ago. She wasn’t cut out to be the peacemaker Cardin was. She was more the type to cut and run, and hadn’t even known it. All this time, she’d thought herself strong, a rock that could withstand anything.
But then she stepped into the living room she hadn’t seen in four months, and the emotional pummeling she’d taken this last year came at her in one big choking fist. She couldn’t draw a breath. She barely made it to the sofa before breaking down, burying her face in her hands.
She wanted to be left alone. She wanted to cry in peace. She wanted Eddie to hold her. She wanted to lay her head on his shoulder. The fact that her contradictions were the only things clear in her life had her laughing while she cried.
Eddie had been pacing in front of the sofa. At the sound of her hysterical gasps, he stopped. He tried to squat down in front of her, but his leg had him perching on the edge of the chair angled to the sofa. “You want a glass of water? A whiskey? A cup of tea?”
She shook her head, fell back and let the brown and blue plaid cushions swallow her. “I want my life back, Eddie Worth. That’s what I want. Can you do that for me?”
He got up to pace again, this time his limp more noticeable as it always was when he was stressed. “Our daughter’s going to marry Whip Davis, and you want me to give you back your life? Isn’t it Cardin’s life we should be trying to save?”
“Cardin’s made her choice, Eddie. Anything we might have done won’t do a bit of good now. She’s gone.”
“Goddammit, she is not gone,” he said, slamming the heel of his hand against the end of the fireplace mantel. The twelve frames holding Cardin’s school pictures didn’t even budge. “I’ve got to fix this. There’s got to be something I can do.”
“I tried to tell you to fix things four months ago.” The words were sharp, harsh, but she couldn’t stop them.
Both hands braced on the mantel, he hung his head, cursed beneath his breath. “So this is my fault, too? First my father doesn’t talk to me, then you leave, and now this with Cardin?”
“What’s the common denominator, Eddie?” she asked, this time more softly. “There’s only one thing I see.”
He shoved away from the fireplace. “And yet I’m the one with pins holding my leg together. The one who got slammed into the lube pit at Morgan and Son’s garage. The one lucky to have gone out of there in an ambulance and not a wagon from the morgue.”
“We all know that, Eddie. We all know exactly how bad things were.” She kicked off her espadrilles, tucking her legs up under her. “But you’re the only one who doesn’t seem to realize that they’ve gotten better.”
He cut a disbelieving gaze toward her. “Better?”
“Yes, better. You’re not dead, and even if you do have pins in your hip, you walk. You’re not in a wheelchair. Your limp’s barely noticeable most of the time.” She cut off his attempted interruption with a wave. “And, yes, I’m sure you still have pain. That you’ll always have pain. I hate that’s the way it is. I hate it more than you can imagine. But I don’t understand why you can’t be happy unless the rest of us are suffering, too.”
“Who said I’m happy? Or that I want anyone else to suffer?”
“Nobody has to say it. We can see it. And maybe you’re not happy. It’s just that you don’t seem quite as miserable when your misery has company.” Could he really not be aware of that? How he had brought everyone down with him? Or was he just beyond caring, so wrapped up in his own pain?
“You don’t understand,” he said tiredly, scrubbing both hands through his hair that was thick, longer than she’d seen it in awhile, and as black as their daughter’s.
She sat straighter, her elbow on the arm of the couch, her fingers gouging the fabric. “Then make me understand, Eddie. We’ve been together twenty-six years. You’ve always been able to make me understand.”
He gave a sarcastic snort, his boot heels clicking on the hard wood as he started pacing again. “I might be able to if I understood any of it myself.”
“Any of what?” she pressed, because this was farther than they’d come in a very long time, and she wasn’t going to give up on him now.
“Why this had to happen.”
Did he mean the accident? What had happened to their marriage? How his injury had changed him? Their daughter choosing a good man whose lifestyle would take her away from the only home she’d ever known? “I’m not sure what you’re getting at. Why what had to happen?”
He rubbed at the back of his neck. “I went to the garage that day because Alex called and told me things were getting heated between Aubrey and Dad.”
Delta hadn’t known about Alex Morgan’s phone call, or much of anything else. She was sitting in the same dark room as everyone else who wondered how the fight had started. “Then I would say the reason this happened is that you were doing your duty as a son.”
“I get that,” he told her. “What I don’t get is what went so wrong. What was going on between Dad and Aubrey that it got so out of hand? That Aubrey would strike a man of Dad’s age?”
“Aubrey had a lot of problems.”
“I don’t give a shit about Aubrey,” Eddie shot back. “I want to know why Dad won’t tell me. Why is it such a secret? Who is he protecting? If I’d hit my head instead of my hip, we wouldn’t even be sitting here. Yet he doesn’t think I deserve to know the truth?”
Delta sat stunned. This wasn’t about the physical injury at all. Eddie was suffering because his father refused to tell him why he’d almost lost his life.
At the time of the accident, she’d been too worried about Eddie to care about the reasons for the fight. Her husband’s recovery had occupied her emotions and her energy for weeks. The cause of the fight had drifted away, become unimportant, non-existent. Yet Eddie had been nursing a need to know all this time.
She’d never imagined his father’s silence was behind so much of the family’s grief. She didn’t think her father-in-law had confided in anyone, not even Cardin. She wondered if Whip knew, if his father had told him before he died.
If it would save Delta’s marriage to dig up the answer, she would. “Does your father know how you feel?”
“He doesn’t care, D. He’s not going to talk about it. He’s got Whip to drive his car now, so all he’ll tell me is to get over it and move on.”
Delta didn’t believe that for a minute. She knew how deeply Jeb loved his son. But she was also well acquainted with his pride, how often he let it dictate his decisions. And, unfortunately, Jeb’s pride was a trait his son had inherited in spades.
If Delta wanted to put an end to what had apparently been blown out of proportion by two hardheaded men, she was going to have to do it alone.
She got up and went to him, taking hold of his hand. “Your father loves you, Eddie. Your daughter loves you. And I love you very very much. We all care if you move beyond it, but that doesn’t matter because you’re the one who needs to want to. And until you reach that point, I don’t see anything about the status quo changing.”
His mouth twisted. “Does that mean you’re not going to spend the night?”
Oh, she was tempted. Four months was a long time to be without her husband, to sleep alone, to miss his body beside her in bed. “Me spending the night with you won’t solve anything.”
“I can think of one very big thing it would solve.”
“That’s because you’re using the wrong head to think.”
He brought up his hands to cup her face while he looked into her eyes. “I miss you. I need you.”
Tempted, tempted, tempted. “You miss sex. You need to get laid.”
“Same thing, sweetheart. Same thing,” he said before he brought his mouth down on hers and slipped his tongue inside.
He had been her weakness for more than half of her life. Trying to find the strength to resist him now was pure futility. She didn’t even try telling herself that sleeping with him would be nothing but physical pleasure. It never was that simple with them. It never had been. And he’d opened up more to her tonight than he had in a year.
Her need for him was astounding. She let him hold her, let him kiss her, but she was the one who started taking off her clothes. And when he growled like a man whose pain only she could assuage, she stripped down to her skin faster than she ever had before.
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CARDIN HAD NEVER THOUGHT SHE WOULD miss her own apartment so dreadfully, but stepping out of the shower onto her bathmat dotted with circles of brown, pink and sea green and reaching for the matching bath sheet, she had to admit that she did.
As comfortable as she felt in the house where she’d grown up, it was nice to be home, surrounded by her own things, not having to worry about using up all the hot water, or getting caught running around in her panties and bra.
She’d headed for her parents’ place after leaving the ice house, only to reach the end of the drive and find Delta’s car parked outside next to Eddie’s. She’d shut off the lights on Jeb’s truck and backed quietly out the way she’d come in, smiling all the while.
The stress inflicted by the last few hours would be worth it if her parents’ displeasure with her marriage to Trey was what got them back together.
Her marriage to Trey. She ignored the thrill the thought gave her and turned her mind to her make-believe fiancé. He had to be feeling like a punching bag.
Hopefully, getting to spend time tonight with Tater would soothe the verbal bruising her parents had left behind when he’d been so sweet as to ask for their permission to marry her. She and Trey had gone over their story a dozen times today, but he’d never told her that he was going to ask for their blessing.
He was taking so much heat, and getting so little in return, that she had to wonder why he’d agreed to her plan. She didn’t believe for a minute it was only the sex. He didn’t need to play her fiancé to get her into bed. That would take no more than the snap of his fingers, as had been borne out since the morning she’d visited the Corley hauler.
The attraction between them had been expected, but she was still caught off guard by the level of heat. What she was feeling for him wasn’t the stuff of a fake engagement. Her emotions were engaged all the way to her soul.
And that was hard to handle when she knew he’d soon be gone.
In the meantime, while hoping their faux romance worked to get her family back together, she planned to enjoy him immensely—the conversations, the teasing and flirting and definitely the sex.
He was already at the house when she got there, but he wasn’t inside. He was sitting on the open tailgate of his truck, his hands curled over the edges, his lower legs swinging. It was dark out, and she wasn’t sure if that was the reason why, but her body tingled everywhere with a rush of anticipation.
“I was beginning to think you weren’t coming back,” he said, and she slowed her approach to make him wait even longer.
“Why would you think something like that?” she asked, her voice breathless to her own ears.
He kicked his legs, kicked, kicked…“I don’t know. Maybe you decided being with me for a few months wasn’t worth the cost of your parents’ disapproval.”
“I knew they were going to disapprove. That was the whole point.” But then, he knew that.
“That doesn’t mean you were ready for it,” he said, and stopped kicking.
She came closer, stepped between his knees, laid her hands on his thighs. His muscles tensed. “It’s not their reaction I wasn’t ready for.”
He hooked his ankles behind her, nudging his boots to her bottom and bringing her closer still. “I’m going to take a stab in the dark and say you’re wondering the same thing I am.”
“What’s that?”
“Why we waited seven years to scratch this itch.”
She shouldn’t ask. She really shouldn’t. But she couldn’t help herself. She wanted to know. She ran her hands from his thighs to his waist, spreading her fingers over his rib cage, marveling at how much bigger than her he was, how much stronger, how much better.
She wasn’t sure she would do for him what he was doing for her. “Is that all this is? An itch?”
“What?” He dropped back onto his elbows, distancing himself from her question. “You want to drop the fake from our engagement?”
“That’s not what I said.” She pulled free from the circle of his legs and made her way from his truck to the huge spreading oak that had been growing for decades in the front yard. She turned to lean against it, her hands behind her. “What are you getting out of helping me, Trey? I mean, if you’re just here for the sex, that’s fine. But I don’t think you are.”
He stayed silent, and though she couldn’t see his eyes in the dark, she could tell that he’d looked away. She didn’t know if that meant he hated being found out, or if his own behavior shamed him. She didn’t want him to think either.
All she wanted was the truth. “Am I off base? Is this just unfinished business?”
He sat up, taking a minute to answer. “I feel like whatever I say, it’s going to be wrong. That you’ll want to hear something else.”
His admission caused a tightening in her belly. “Just tell me the truth. I’m not going to be mad or hurt. I’m just curious. I want to know what it is I’m doing for you.”
He laughed, a deep guttural sound that sent her thoughts tumbling toward sex. It wasn’t like she’d never had it before sleeping with him. She’d even had what she considered good sex. It was just that Trey went beyond that…and he took her with him.
“What you do for me, huh?” He boosted himself off the tailgate. The truck bounced, the shocks creaking. “Are you sure you want to go there?”
He was still far enough away that she felt brave. “I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t.”
“Even if it’s sex? Just sex? Nothing but sex?”
How could hearing him say that one word make her melt? It was one word, three letters. She’d heard it spoken thousands of times. But the way it sounded when he said it, like it came from a part of him that needed to be in her or he would cease to exist, had her quivering and spineless. “I just don’t want to feel like I’m the only one benefiting here.”
“Trust me, sweetheart. I wouldn’t be here if this arrangement wasn’t mutually beneficial,” he said, but that still didn’t answer her question.
He had reached her now, and he braced his hands on the tree trunk, one on either side of her head. At this distance, she could see enough of his eyes to tell that this conversation wasn’t easy for him. That his teasing, and his flirting, served as a mask.
She wanted to know what he was holding back. “If you tell me how you’re benefiting, I’ll let you have all the sex you want.”
His eyes flashed. “You’re a cruel woman, Cardin Worth.”
If there had ever been a time to go for broke…“I’m the woman you can’t wait to get naked.”
“Like I said. Cruel.” And then he popped the button on her jeans, opened the zipper, and slid a hand into her panties.
“If I’m cruel, that’s because you’ve taught me well,” she said, breathing hard, spreading her legs, giving him the access he needed to reach the part of her she was desperate he find.
“Your right leg. Lift it. There.” He bit off a nasty word to go with his nasty laugh. “I can’t believe how wet you are.”
She couldn’t believe how it felt for his finger to fill her, to push in and out, how it felt for him to use his thumb on her clit while they stood there in the dark beneath the moon and the tree. “You know I’m going to come.”
“God, I hope so.” He fairly growled out the words.
“You know I can get noisy.”
“I love that you get noisy.”
“Move to the left a bit. Up, down, no right there. Right there.” She shivered, shuddered, sucked in a sharp breath. If all he was here for was sex—though she knew without a doubt he had more on his mind—she decided it couldn’t be a bad thing.
He lowered his head, rubbed his cheek against hers, then her jaw, her neck, inhaling deeply and making her so glad she’d showered. She dug her fingers into the balls of his shoulders and held on. He nuzzled beneath her ear, sucked on the skin there, giving her the first hickey she’d had since high school.
The thought took her back, and though she didn’t linger in the past—the present felt too good—she forced herself to admit that she’d never gotten over the night she’d seen him with his pants down, and what he was doing to her now was what she’d wanted from him even then.
As his middle finger entered her, his index and ring fingers slid through her folds. She wiggled against him, wished she could climb him, wanted him deeper. Wanted things from him no other man had made her crave. Things she didn’t know enough to name.
He amazed her, learned her, worked her deftly, his breath hot against her neck where he said things she couldn’t hear. She didn’t need to hear the words he spoke to know their meaning. He was meant for her, had been made for her. They fit together too well to be a random match.
“Trey,” she said, whimpering, reaching, unable to get there from here.
“C’mon, baby,” he said, wedging a knee between her legs, lifting one of her thighs.
It worked. All of it. The angle, his stroke, the pressure from his thumb. She ground against him, crawled onto his hand, clawed at his shoulders and came. Sensation burst between her legs, down her thighs, up her back. She was a spring unloading, a spool unwinding. She didn’t want it to stop.
Trey stroked her, gentled her, eased her back, giving her the time she needed before pulling his hand from her body, his leg from beneath her thigh.
“I’m not so sure that was the best idea,” she finally said, her voice cracking, her leg muscles all wobbly jelly.
“I think it was a damn good one,” Trey countered, doing her the favor of closing her jeans.
Her back scraped the tree with her movements, and she winced. “You’re not the one who’s never going to walk straight again.”
He made a choking sound. “I’m dying here, so I’m pretty sure walking would be the least of my problems.”
“That wasn’t fair. We should’ve gone inside.” God, she was selfish. “Done things right.”
“Are you saying there was something wrong with that?” he asked. “Because wrong is just about the last word that comes to my mind.”
She’d insulted him. Wonderful. He’d just given her the most amazing gift, and the first thing out of her mouth was a complaint. “That’s not what I meant. I just feel guilty that I got all the pleasure out of that. That you—”
“I plan to get mine,” he promised her. “But don’t think you’re the only one who enjoyed that.”
Why did that make her blush? “I don’t think any enjoyment you got came close to what I felt.”
“And that’s why you need to stop thinking,” he told her, taking a step into her space, hovering close without touching her. “At least until you know me better.”
She reached up, running her fingers through his caramel-colored hair where it brushed the top of his ear. “You’re definitely not what I’m used to.”
He turned his head, kissed her wrist. “Your previous fiancés haven’t taken care of you?”
“I haven’t had previous fiancés, but no. The guys I’ve dated haven’t been as—” her fingers paused “—intent on my needs as you’ve been.”
“That’s a shame, but it does explain a few things.”
“Such as?”
“Why you asked me to play your fiancé instead of tapping someone local who you’d dated.”
She lowered her hand, clenched her fingers at her waist. “Tapping someone I’d dated wouldn’t have made sense. I needed someone who was guaranteed to upset my parents. Besides, who would believe I was suddenly engaged to someone the whole town knew was my ex?”
“But being suddenly engaged to me was? Believable?” he asked, pressing…but for what?
Cardin ducked away from him and walked to his truck, hopping onto the tailgate where she’d found him sitting earlier. “It’s not hard to imagine we’d kept in touch, developed a long-distance relationship. Especially with everyone knowing the way things were between us in high school.”
He took his time moving, climbing up to sit beside her, settling in, scooting close. His pinky caught hers where their hands rested at their hips. “And here all this time I thought it was just me.”
“You’re kidding me, right?”
“Nope. One hundred percent serious.” He slipped more of his finger through hers. “Until I saw you watching that night at Tater’s, I wasn’t sure you knew I was alive.”
She had no idea what to say. She’d had the biggest crush on him in high school. She’d rarely had reason to drive by his house, but had always filled up at the service station where he’d worked, and made up excuses to talk to Tater whenever Trey was around. She’d cut down the hallways where his classes were, then had to rush across campus to get to her own.
How could he not have known how she felt? She’d given off so many signals, Pammy Mercer had nagged her constantly to take a class in subtle before she was put away for being a public annoyance.
“I knew you were alive. As much as you watched me on the football field, I watched you,” she said, but cut herself off before adding all the time.
“You left quite a carbon footprint with all the gas you used.”
“I took the long way everywhere,” she admitted, and then admitted more. “And I let Pammy siphon from my tank for her car.”
He laughed. “You didn’t really use that much. I never filled it up all the way.”
It felt so good to laugh, to remember, to feel that same rush of excitement she’d felt every time their eyes had met, every time she’d sneaked a peek and found him looking.
She leaned her head on his shoulder. “So why did it take us so long to hook up?”
“Neither one of us was very bright?”
“Speak for yourself.”
“I am. I’m having a lot of trouble with the line between fake and real.”
She didn’t want to imagine what he meant. She didn’t want him getting her hopes up. Not when there was a very big chance of her heart ending up broken if she gave her expectations wings.
And so all she said was, “If there is a line.”
“We’ve been at this for less than two days. I imagine it will take time to figure out a lot of things.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and hugged her close. “Communication, remember?”
What she remembered was that their engagement had never been anything but a lie. That didn’t stop her from cuddling close. “One day you’re going to make some lucky woman a great fiancé.”
She could only hope he met the woman on the road and never brought her back to Dahlia. She didn’t think she’d survive seeing him as part of a happy couple that didn’t include her.
“You’re assuming that I plan to get married.”
“I guess I am, yeah.”
He ran his hand up and down her arm. “The things your mother said earlier about taking a wife on the road? I’ve thought those same things before. About the type of husband I’d be. The kind of life I could give to a woman. She’s not the only one with those concerns.”
And yet, Cardin couldn’t imagine being apart from him if they were really a couple. “Whither thou goest, I will go.”
“What’s that?”
She hadn’t been aware she’d spoken aloud. “I was just thinking.”
“About?”
“How I would feel picking up and following a husband. Leaving my life behind to live his.”
“If we were really engaged, you mean,” he said, and it almost sounded as if he were testing the waters, sounding her out, wanting to know what she would say if he asked her to be his wife.
She was imagining it. She had to be. “If I were in love with someone who asked me to.”
“That would be a huge thing to ask of someone, wouldn’t it?” He sighed, and held her close as together they stared off into the dark. “Especially someone you loved.”
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TREY LAY AWAKE BESIDE Cardin long after he should’ve been asleep. He couldn’t get their near-midnight discussion out of his mind. Especially since they were here in his house, lying naked, as if their being together was the most natural thing in the world.
He’d felt more awkward in relationships that were supposed to be real. He didn’t like what that said about him, but had no idea what it said about this thing with Cardin. They were not engaged. That much he did know. But as for everything else…
He eased away from her, taking care to be as silent as possible, finding his jeans and tugging them on, then exiting the house, leaving the front door propped open. The ground was cold beneath his bare feet, and the nip in the air frosting the wee hours chilled his skin.
He found a pair of work boots in the passenger floor of his truck, and a balled up denim workshirt in the seat. He put them on, then headed for the barn where he had yet to get anything done.
The sooner he took care of his business here in Dahlia, the sooner he’d get back to his team. He figured a couple of months on the barn and outbuildings, a month on the property, two months at least on the house. Maybe another to take care of the legal matters—bank accounts, insurance settlements, etc.—he’d been putting off since his father’s death.
Six months max spent finishing up things here, and then he’d get back to work with his team. He wasn’t on a strict schedule, and since he’d planned to do all the work himself, he’d known he was looking at several weeks. But he’d never planned for Cardin time. He’d had no reason to.
He sure as hell had reason now.
He pulled the string, and the single bulb dangling on a wire from the ceiling flickered on, lighting only a small part of the barn, and illuminating the corners just enough to give life to the shadows. The barn was a small one, with only two stalls, and it hadn’t sheltered animals at any time during Trey’s life.
The stalls were used for storage, while work benches and multidrawer chests lined the opposite wall. As careless as Trey’s father had been about so many things, including marital fidelity, he’d been meticulous with his tools—power, precision or otherwise.
Trey had been twelve when his parents had split—old enough to understand that his mother was leaving, too young to understand it wasn’t somehow his fault.
Years later, he had discovered the reason. That his fine upstanding father had slipped. Just once. But far enough and hard enough that Trey was left bewildered. For so long he’d felt that his mother had wronged him and his father both, and he’d hated her for leaving.
But learning of his father’s indiscretion, and that his mother’s younger sister was the one it was with, had Trey thinking a whole lot less of the man who’d reared him. Still, until Aubrey’s gambling had spun out of control, Trey had been the only one to hold him in less than high regard.
Which is why his father fighting with Jeb Worth made no sense. It was like two white hats duking it out.
The only explanation that Trey had come up with was that his father had asked Jeb for money. And even that was thin. For one thing, everyone in town knew that Jeb pinched every penny he had. For another, Aubrey would never borrow money from the people he knew. A bank, sure. A loan shark, maybe. His son, definitely.
But not friends or acquaintances. So, if it wasn’t money, what had it been? It had to be big. It had to be personal. The stakes had to be huge. And Trey was at a complete loss.
“Did you decide the only way to get any work done was to do it when I was sleeping? Since I always seem to be in your way?”
He looked down at the worn brake shoes in his hands, and smiled to himself before he turned. He’d heard Cardin come into the barn, but had to wrap up his thoughts before allowing her to distract him. That’s what she did, each and every time. And he found that he didn’t mind at all. That, in fact, he liked it.
“You asked me today what I was hoping to get out of this deal.” He saw how sleepy she was when she nodded. Her eyes were puffy, squinting as she focused, her droopy lids keeping her from it. Her hair was a tangled curtain around her shoulders. He didn’t have to do this now. “Why don’t you go back to sleep? I’ll tell you tomorrow.”
“No, I want you to tell me now. Tomorrow you’ll forget, or find a reason not to.”
Scary how aptly she had him pegged. “I thought sticking close to you might get me closer to finding out what your grandfather and my dad fought about.”
“But I don’t know,” she told him, hopping up to sit cross-legged on a storage chest. “I’m not even sure Eddie knows. It’s a sore spot with him. One I think he’s picked at too many times.”
Trey chunked the brake shoes in the trash barrel. “If he did know, do you think he would tell your mother?”
“Of course.” She twisted her hair into a tail and tossed it over her shoulder. “Unless it was something Jeb had sworn him to secrecy over. And even then, he’d tell her that much.”
“Maybe he really doesn’t know.”
“I’m thinking there’s only one person who does.” Her head canted to one side, she considered him intently. “The person who thinks enough of you to ask you to drive White Lightning in the Moonshine Run.”
Her grandfather was definitely his best bet, and if it took driving for him in the race…“I told Jeb I’d be over this afternoon to take a look at the car. I figured I’d head out about the same time you go to work.”
“You know, Jeb didn’t ask you to drive for him because we were engaged.” She worked her way down from her perch, came close and wrapped her arms around him. “He asked you because you’re Butch Corley’s crew chief, and because he wants nothing more than to be a bad dog like Butch. So you already had the in you needed. You don’t have to go along with my plan.”
“Yeah, but our engagement makes that in a whole lot more valuable. And pretty much makes me privy to any family secrets.”
“It also means you have to put up with the family drama, you know.”
“The perks are worth it.” He nuzzled the top of her head, rocking her side to side. “You smell so damned good.”
“Oh, I never got a chance to tell you.” She leaned back to look up at him. “When I went by the house to clean up after work, my mother’s car was there. I went back to my apartment to shower. Just in case, you know? I didn’t want to barge in on a reconciliation.”
“I love it when a plan comes together.”
“Speaking of which,” she said, stepping away, “I plan to go back to bed now. I’ll be back out to help after I get my beauty sleep.”
He let her go. He didn’t follow. He knew if he lay down beside her again it would be hours before she got her sleep. She had work tomorrow and needed the rest, but as far as beauty went? She could get by with never sleeping again.
 
TREY HADN’T BEEN TO CARDIN’S house in, well, ever that he could recall.
If she’d thrown any parties here, he didn’t remember. He would’ve come if he’d been invited. He would’ve crashed if he hadn’t been. Not because he had a reputation to uphold, or because that was the behavior expected of him. No, he would’ve been here because of Cardin.
The Worth’s big two-story farmhouse sat on almost two acres. Jeb’s garage was hidden from street view behind it. Trey followed the driveway around, parking behind Cardin’s red Mini Cooper. For all they’d used Jeb’s truck so far, she needn’t have gone to the trouble of borrowing it. Of course, none of that had been the plan…
He’d barely had time to climb down from his truck before Jeb was out of the house, the screen door slamming off its frame as he crossed the yard. “I was about to give up on you.”
“Sorry, sir. Time got away from me.” Though the truth was that Cardin hadn’t let him go.
“Well, you’re here now.” Jeb brought his hand down on Trey’s shoulder, and turned him toward the garage. “There isn’t much to be done about the delay.”
He said delay like they were on a deadline. Trey decided now was not the time to look for an opening in their conversation to ask about the fight. They obviously weren’t going to have any conversation. At least not one that wasn’t about the Moonshine Run and the car.
After lifting away the fiberglass hood, he and Jeb worked in near silence for the next hour. Near, because like a surgeon asking for instruments, Trey did the same. He had to. He was unfamiliar with what Jeb had on hand, and learned quickly Cardin’s grandfather hadn’t scrimped on his tools.
Neither did he scrimp on sweat equity. Jeb got up to his elbows in the motor right next to Trey. His hands were seasoned, experienced, but they were also arthritic, his joints swollen and twisted, and more than a few times he had to stop to let Trey take over.
That was when Trey asked questions about this part and that, what results Jeb had seen from a particular adjustment to the carburetor, how well the car responded to one timing tweak versus another. They ran basic tests and measurements with the computer equipment set up in the garage. And then they started it up and listened.
It was Tuesday. Two days since Trey last had his head under the hood of a car. He was surprised how much he missed the stringent smells of fluids and fuel, the staccato click of a ratchet turning, the sting of nicking a knuckle on a sharp edge.
He wasn’t sure how he’d thought he’d last six months without working.
He wasn’t sure how he would stand cutting short his time with Cardin to get back to what he loved to do.
He straightened, reached for a red shop rag, wiped his hands and shook his head. “I’ll have to take it out to know for sure, but from what I can see here, you’ve got a hell of a machine.”
Rather than beaming with pride as Trey would’ve expected from someone who’d been given a resounding well done, Jeb stood at the side of the Chevy Nova, his gaze lingering over the motor that appeared to have been spit-shined before Trey ever went to work.
“You know, folks’ll say winners are born, not made, but I don’t believe it for a minute. It’s more obvious when talking about a car, because an engine born in Detroit isn’t going to give the same performance as one that’s been made by hands like yours or mine.”
“You’ll get no argument from me,” Trey said. He wasn’t sure what Jeb was getting at, but did know he’d be smart to keep what points he could in his favor.
Jeb leaned into his forearms where he’d braced them on the car frame. “Your father was a good man, Whip. He did his best bringing you up. He didn’t have things as easy as some, but being as it was only the two of you for a lot of years, he did a fine job of making you into a winner.”
Trey didn’t acknowledge the compliment except to nod. He didn’t say anything at all. If Jeb was getting ready to talk about the fight, a single wrongly spoken word might stop him. And if he was making his way toward another point, Trey didn’t want to derail him before he did.
“I’ve been bobbing around here like one of those helium-filled balloons ever since you said you’d think about driving.” Jeb straightened to his full height, turning to face Trey. “But when I found out you were going to marry my granddaughter, it was like someone had cut the string holding me down. I’ve been flying ever since.”
That was not at all what Trey had expected to hear, and he was damn glad he’d kept his mouth shut. “I’m glad you approve, sir. I know it was important to Cardin that you did. I wish her parents had been as pleased with the news.”
Jeb gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Those two can’t even figure out which way is up these days. Don’t pay them any mind.”
“If you say so, sir,” Trey said, fighting a grin.
“And stop with the sir crapola. I may be close to three times your age, but we’re family now, and calling me Jeb will do.” He began storing away all the tools they’d used. “Now, I think a party’s in order, don’t you?”
Huh? “A party?”
“An engagement party. We can celebrate that and you winning the Moonshine Run at the same time.”
Right. Because a race held the same gravitas as his own granddaughter’s future. Cardin was going to love this. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
Jeb snorted as he took the timing light Trey handed him. “Why the hell wouldn’t it be?”
“I was under the impression that the friction in the family wasn’t only between her parents.”
Scowling, Jeb shook his head. “That son of mine wouldn’t leave well enough alone. And I told him if he couldn’t shut up, then I would. And I did.”
Trey took another very careful step. “I was made to understand that the rift between you and Eddie was because of your fight with my father.”
“Maybe it is. Maybe it isn’t.” Jeb shut and locked the tool chest’s drawers, then rolled the case up against the wall. “The story of that day has never been anyone’s but mine or Aubrey’s to tell. I’m not much of a bard, and Aubrey took it with him when he went to meet his maker.”
Trey wanted to press, but Jeb’s words rang with an unarguable finality, and so he let the subject go. He didn’t bury it, or sweep it under any rug. He just left it sitting where he could easily reach it when it was time to try again.
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AS SHE PULLED JEB’S TRUCK into Headlights ten minutes after four, Cardin found herself dreading the juggling act to come. The tables she could handle. Avoiding her parents was going to be the challenge, since both would be there for at least half of her shift.
She wanted her mother and father to talk to each other, not to hound and badger her—though, she supposed, their hounding and badgering was a small price to pay to see them working toward a common goal, which it seemed they just might be.
They’d spent the night under the same roof for the first time in months, and their cars were cozied up side by side in the lot. Cardin took those two signs as progress, and had just dropped Jeb’s truck keys into her purse when the ice house’s back door opened.
Sandy Larabie came out, folding a stick of gum into her mouth. “I was beginning to wonder if you were ever going to show up to relieve me.”
Cardin looked across the parking lot. The crowd wasn’t any larger than usual for this time of day. Whoever was working with Sandy wouldn’t have a bit of trouble covering the tables until Cardin clocked in. “Well, I’m here now, so you can leave with a clear conscience.”
Despite her earlier reprimand, Sandy didn’t seem in any hurry to move. “Tater told me your news last night. I guess congratulations are in order.”
“Only if you want to offer them,” Cardin said, slinging her purse strap over her shoulder.
Apparently Sandy didn’t, because what she said next was, “Word’s traveling pretty fast. So are the rumors and questions.”
Questions Cardin was ready for. But rumors? Pregnancy was the only gossipy thing that came to mind, and her relationship with Trey being long distance—or so they’d claimed—until recently, easily squashed that. “What kind of rumors?”
“That your family is closing ranks with Whip.”
“What for?”
“To keep the truth about the fight between his father and Jeb from getting out.”
How ridiculous! “You’re kidding me, right? That’s the most stupid thing I’ve ever heard.”
Sandy shrugged. “No one believes it was about money. So a lot of people are saying there’s a secret to hide.”
“Well, if you’re digging to find out, you can stop. I don’t know what happened. Neither does Trey. And the idea that we would close ranks over anything is just silly.”
“I don’t know. Jeb could’ve asked anyone to drive for him in the Moonshine Run. Why did he wait until the last minute and ask Whip?”
Well, that was a big fat duh. “Because he’s the best? Because no one can do what he does with a car?”
“Maybe. Maybe not.”
“Maybe people should look at the obvious instead of looking stupid,” Cardin said, wondering what a nice guy like Tater Rawls could possibly see in this woman.
“Hey, don’t blame the messenger,” Sandy said, taking a step toward her Civic. “I just thought it would be the neighborly thing to do, giving you fair warning.”
“I appreciate it,” Cardin responded, telling one of the biggest lies of this whole ordeal. She didn’t appreciate it at all. Not the joy she sensed Sandy taking in being the bearer of bad tidings, nor the fact that people were talking about her and Trey.
She’d expected the talk, sure; that’s what happened when engagements were announced. But she hadn’t expected speculation that they were together for any reason other than being in love.
If the gossip ended up making things worse between Eddie and Delta, or between Eddie and Jeb, she swore she was going to kick her own ass so hard, she would never again be able to sit without hurting.
She wanted to talk to Trey. Now. She needed to talk to Trey. Now. But he was with her grandfather, and she had a shift to get through. Talking would have to wait.
She stashed her purse in her locker in the employees’ tiny break room, tied on her pocketed apron and smoothed down her skirt. She clocked in and headed for the kitchen. Her mother waylaid her in front of her office.
Once Cardin was inside, Delta shut the door. “I know you’re busy. This will only take a minute. But your father and I were talking last night.”
Ugh, after her run-in with Sandy, this was the last thing Cardin needed. “More objections, I guess?”
“Of a sort, yes. But we gave you our blessing, so please give me some credit,” Delta said, arching a brow.
Cardin nodded. “What’s up?”
“I know Whip needs to be out at his place to do the cleanup, but there’s no reason for the two of you to spend your nights there, too, since you’re obviously unable to spend them apart.” Delta circled around her desk. “This isn’t about me being a prude. I’m thinking of the lack of creature comforts.”
Yeah. Not a lot of those out there, Cardin mused, though the camping wasn’t without appeal. She leaned one shoulder against the file cabinet. “It’s not so bad. Besides, Trey’s a bit of an insomniac. If he wakes up in the middle of the night, he heads out to the barn. If he stayed with me in the house, his coming and going might wake Daddy and Jeb.”
“His comings and goings won’t wake anyone if you’re staying in your apartment.”
Uh…“Are you moving home?”
“Yes and no. I thought I’d stay upstairs and let you and Whip have your place.”
Not exactly what Cardin wanted to hear, but close enough that a huge grin spread over her face.
Her mother did her best to wipe it away. “Don’t go reading anything into that. I’m not back with your father.”
“Are you sure? I saw your car over there last night.”
Delta’s face reddened. “We were talking about you and Whip. That’s all. Even if he does end up taking you on the road, there’s no reason you can’t be comfortable while you’re here.”
“Are you sure your moving back home isn’t about sending a message that Daddy’s not on the market?”
“Don’t tell me you’ve been listening to those rumors.”
“Listening to? I can hardly avoid them. Paying attention to? Not so much.”
“Good. Because Eddie and I will work things out in our own way. And if there comes a time when he’s back on the market—” she waved a hand “—well, that time’s not now. That’s all that matters.”
Cardin started to go, but since she had her mother’s ear…“There are other rumors out there, you know. Already. About me and Trey.”
“I’m not surprised. Dahlia lives for rumors.” Delta sat, picking up her pencil. “Are they bothering you?”
She’d only just heard about them from Sandy, so no. “Apparently people are saying that Trey and I getting married is about closing ranks to keep the secret of the fight from getting out.”
Delta screwed up her face. “Well, that’s ludicrous. The secret of the fight is safe with Jeb. And no doubt he’ll take it to his grave just as Aubrey did.”
That’s what she’d thought, but just to be sure…“Then Daddy doesn’t know what happened?”
“Not why it happened, no. And his coming to terms with that is what we’re working on now.”
“By working on, do you mean sleeping with him?” The question slipped out, and caused her mother to gasp.
“Cardin Serenity Worth. That is none of your business.”
Cardin laughed, but was prevented from saying anything else by the office door opening and Eddie walking in. “D, have you seen Car—There you are. You don’t feel like working today, or what?”
“You’re awfully bossy for a boss,” she told her father, kissing his cheek and giving him a wink before scuttling out and closing her parents inside the small room.
She wanted to lock them in, hold on to the door knob and keep it closed until she knew for certain they would come out happily married again. The fact that they were talking was such a good sign. Even if she wasn’t thrilled that they were talking about her.
Oh, well, she’d made that bed, and had to lie in it. And really, it wasn’t bad at all since she was sharing it with Trey.
 
“GUESS WHAT?” CARDIN asked, bounding into the barn where Trey had actually made progress following his afternoon with Jeb.
It was almost nine, and Cardin was still wearing her Headlights uniform. He liked her Headlights uniform. The T-shirt that showed off her breasts. The short skirt that reminded him of the things she could do with her long legs.
Then he realized what her still wearing her uniform meant. “You know there’s no water to the tub in the bathroom.”
“That’s okay,” she told him, her smile wide and excited. “We’re going to spend the night at my apartment.”
“I thought your mother was staying at your apartment.” As great as sleeping in a bed sounded, he was not going to share one with Cardin if her mother was a closed door away on the couch.
“She was, but she’s gone back home.”
“So the engagement plan worked?”
“Not quite yet. She says she’s only home as a courtesy so we don’t have to sleep on the floor since our minds are made up about staying together.”
Best news he’d had all day. “That’s a courtesy I can get behind.”
“I thought you might say that. Do you want to go now? Or do you have more work in here to do?”
“I have a month’s worth of work in here to do. It’ll keep.”
Trey sent Cardin on ahead and locked up, grabbing clean clothes and the personal items he would need before tomorrow. The thought of sleeping on a bed that wasn’t in a hotel room, or in the hauler, or made up of sleeping bags stacked on the floor was made even better by the fact that he wouldn’t be there alone.
After the reception he’d received from Cardin’s parents last night, and their less than heartfelt blessing, the gesture from her mother surprised him. A skeptical part of him wondered if Delta Worth’s motivation had less to do with vacating her daughter’s apartment for Cardin and her fiancé, and more to do with wanting to return home and be under the same roof as Eddie.
Not that he was looking a gift horse in the mouth, but such an abrupt about face was certainly suspect, even though it seemed to indicate Cardin’s plan was panning out. His ruminations were cut short by the buzzing of his BlackBerry. “Trey Davis.”
“I didn’t tell you where I lived. And I left too soon for you to follow me.”
He laughed, a low throaty sound that echoed in the cab around him. “What makes you think I don’t know where you live?”
“That sounds like I’m being stalked,” she said, her tone curious rather than accusatory.
“Could be I just did a Google query.”
“I’m not listed, so I don’t think a query would’ve returned you the information.”
“Give me a minute. I’ll think of something else.”
“Why? Are you embarrassed to admit that you’ve looked me up?”
“No. But I don’t want to be thought of as a stalker.”
She waited a moment before responding. “So when did you look me up?”
He thought for a moment, noticing the lighted steeple of Dahlia First Baptist Church in the distance. “About the time you moved out of your folks’ place, I guess.”
“That long ago? You’ve been keeping tabs on me since then?”
“Not keeping tabs, no. Tater and I were talking about you during one of my visits home. He pointed it out to me when we drove by.”
“He pointed it out when you drove by, or you were driving by so he could point it out?”
Trey laughed again, tickled by the endearing skepticism in her voice. “I honestly don’t remember. But I can promise you that it wasn’t stalking.”
“I guess I’ll have to take your word for that.”
“If I say it, it’s true. That’s one thing as my fiancée you should know about me.”
“You only lie when I ask you to then, is that right?”
He slowed for the stoplight ahead. “I’m not going to lie to you, okay? Does that work?”
“Thank you. It’s nice to know you’ll be honest with me, even though this isn’t real.”
It was late, it was dark. She was a voice on the other end of a call as he drove toward her. There was no one else around, nothing to distract him. No reason for him not to open up except the possibility of falling flat on his face.
He took the risk. “That line I mentioned? I’m not so sure that some of this isn’t real.”
She was silent for a long time. He knew she was there. He could hear her breathing. Hear the radio turned low in the truck, and the roar of Jeb’s big diesel. He didn’t want to nudge, or prod for a reply before she was ready. But he also didn’t want the delay to give her too much time to think.
The tension in the cab of his truck had nearly strangled him by the time she spoke, her voice small and almost timid in his ear. “I’d been wondering if I was the only one thinking that. I didn’t want to say anything.”
His pulse began to race, his heart pounding, pistons thudding in his chest. “Why not?”
“I’m not sure,” she said, and he imagined her shrugging. “I guess I thought if you didn’t feel the same, and I put it out there, I would’ve opened a big can of worms for no reason. Pulling off a fake engagement was going to be hard enough without adding that pressure. And I didn’t want to screw up this chance to get my parents back together.”
He could understand that. He even admired her for being so selfless. But that left this thing between them in a crimp. “Then we’re agreed that the engagement is fake.”
“Yeah,” she said, and he heard her cut off the truck’s engine.
He wasn’t too far from the entrance to her complex himself. “But the other stuff, the you and me stuff…”
“There’s something there, isn’t there?” she asked, and her voice broke.
“I think there might be.” He was too close to panic to say more. Too close to telling her…that he loved her. God, he loved her. All this time. So many years. Thinking of her constantly, wanting her. Coming back here because he couldn’t stand the distance anymore. He loved her. He loved her.
He had to get to her. He had to have her now. “What’s the code to your gate?”
“Six three six seven.”
He punched it in, keeping the phone call connected, and drove through when the gate rolled back.
He could hear more sounds, the keys on her chain jangling, the squeak of the door as it opened, what sounded like her purse hitting the floor. He didn’t hear the door close, heard only her breathing, her waiting.
He parked his truck, got out, locked it behind him, and was halfway to Cardin’s front door when he realized he’d left his duffel bag in the cab. He didn’t go back for it. He didn’t care.
Her building was down the sidewalk from the parking lot and to the left. Her door was the third one from the end. He saw her standing in the rectangle of light, a silhouette with long legs and a short skirt and hair feathering around her shoulders.
His body tightened. His steps grew quick, his strides fierce, and then he was there, sweeping her up, kicking the door closed behind them, and grinding his mouth to hers.
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“WHERE’S THE BEDROOM?” TREY ASKED as she wrapped her legs around his waist, her arms around his neck.
“I only have nine hundred square feet here. You can probably figure it out.” She inclined her head to his left to get him started, loving that he was finally here and was desperate, was out of breath, was barely able to speak.
The lamp she’d switched on in the living room was the only light he had to guide him, but he found his way without any trouble at all. She felt the thud as his knees and shins made contact with her bed. And then she was on her back on the mattress, Trey on top of her, pinning her down.
“What took you so long to get here?” she asked, her chest tight as she moved one hand from his nape to brush the hair from his forehead.
“Buell and his deputies,” he told her, his gaze eating her up like candy. “I didn’t want to chance being locked up over night for reckless driving.”
He was so sweet, so silly, so practical. “I wasn’t talking about tonight.”
“I didn’t know that you wanted me here,” he said, his soft voice at odds with the fire in his eyes.
“I’ve always wanted you here,” she said, admitting the long-denied truth.
His throat worked hard as he swallowed. “You should’ve let me know.”
“I was afraid.”
“Of what?” he asked, his brows coming together in a thoughtful V.
“That being here wasn’t what you wanted,” she told him and he smiled.
“I can see we’ve got our work cut out for us with this communication thing.”
Her stomach fluttered. “Were you thinking of talking, or using body language?”
“Right now, I’m in the mood to talk with my hands.”
He rolled to one hip and slid his palm up her thigh, finding the elastic leg hole of her panties beneath her skirt. One touch, and her control dissolved like paper in water. She was never going to make it through the night.
“I love that you’re always wet,” he whispered into her ear.
“You make me wet,” she told him, an absolute truth. “It’s like I can’t wait for you. Every time. It’s never been like this before. I see you, and all I can think about is you touching me.”
“That’s good to know, since touching you is just about my favorite thing.”
“And here I thought all you liked touching was cars.”
“I like touching what responds.”
He’d been toying with her all this time, rubbing over her, stroking her, but now he slid a finger deep inside, and she arched her hips off the bed.
“Yeah,” he murmured. “Just like that.”
“It’s hard not to respond when you do that,” she said, twitching a bit with the movement of his finger. “And when you do that.” When he put his thumb to work, she twitched harder. “And definitely when you do that.”
“I can do a whole lot of other things,” he told her, his mouth on her neck, his lips kissing, his tongue wetting the skin before his teeth bit. “But most of them require you getting out of your clothes.”
She wanted to get naked. She just didn’t want to move to do it and lose what he was doing to her. “I’ll get out of mine if you’ll get out of yours.”
“That’s the plan, sweetheart,” he said, catching her earlobe and tugging, just before he turned away.
While Trey was occupied kicking out of his boots, she scooted off the bed and ran for the shower to wash away the smell of burgers and fries. She was bare, and the water running by the time he joined her in the bathroom that was as small and compact as the rest of her place.
He stood there unclothed in the tiny space, his shoulders broad, the muscles in his arms well-defined, as were those of his abdomen. His chest was covered with hair she knew to be silky soft. It was lighter in color than that on his head, and the thatch cushioning his penis was darker than both.
His legs were long and strong, the perfect thickness for wedging between hers, for rubbing against her, for holding her braced against the trunk of a tree while he got her off. With an appreciative smile, she climbed into the tub, leaving him to pull the curtain closed behind them.
While she adjusted the temperature of the water, he reached up and adjusted the angle of the spray. “What? I wasn’t making you wet enough?”
She laughed. “I smell like a burger basket.”
“You smell like you.”
“And a burger basket.”
“Here’s something else you need to know as my fiancée. I like smelling you. I like tasting you. Your sweat. The salt on your skin. I don’t need you to smell like a bar of soap or a field of flowers to be turned on.”
He was a guy. She didn’t expect him to understand about girl things. She leaned back to wet her hair and face, then looked at him again. “What do you need?”
“Nothing more than seeing you do that,” he said, and groaned.
She laughed, reached for her body wash and her sponge. “Boy, you’re easy.”
“It’s not my fault. I was born that way.”
“Easy?”
“With a dick.”
“And a very nice one, I might add.” She handed him the sponge and spun away.
“Ah, now the truth comes out,” he said as he started in on her shoulders, scrubbing up her nape then down her spine. “You’re just looking to get your back washed.”
“Guilty as charged,” she said, her sex tingling and swelling as he slid his hand between the cheeks of her ass. “That’s not my back.”
“Your back wasn’t dirty,” he replied, his fingers probing deeper between her legs.
She widened her stance. “And you’re looking for a part of me that is?”
He pushed his thumb inside of her. “I think I found it.”
She wanted to play. She wanted to tease and flirt. She wanted to have fun like this forever. But she wanted that hard, thick cock he’d been born with even more. And so she wiggled to dislodge his hand, and bent over, bracing her hands on either side of the tub’s rim.
Behind her, she heard Trey groan. “I don’t have a condom.”
“I’m on the Pill, and the only thing I can give you is a good time. As long as you can promise me the same thing, I think we’re good here.”
He ran both hands over her ass, his fingers delving into the crevices and folds between her legs. “I can promise part of it. You won’t catch anything from me. But as far as being on the Pill…”
She wanted to laugh, but was too desperately ready for him. “Then fuck me, Trey. Please. I want you.”
“I thought you’d never ask,” he said, taking hold of her hips and entering her with excruciating slowness.
She wedged her feet against the sides of the tub and came up on her toes, opening her knees to give him as much access as possible. Finally he was all the way inside, stretching her, throbbing there where he filled her. She felt his heat and his hardness as she gripped him tight.
He began to move, sliding in and out, setting a rhythm that created the perfect storm of sensation in her body. There was friction, there was tingling, there was an aching, drawing need. It pulled at her, tugged at her womb, caused her breasts to grow heavy, her nipples to tighten.
She ground against him, her clit pulsing, her opening gripping him as he drove in and out. It was everything she wanted, but it wasn’t enough. She brought up a hand to stimulate the places his cock could only skate over from this angle.
He beat her to it, lacing their fingers and letting her show him how to play with her clit. She moaned when together they got it just right. And he growled like a rutting beast in answer. She rocked her hips, working his cock with her sex.
And as she came, it hit her that she had always loved him, that she would love him until she died. She cried out, and he followed, the sounds he made bestial, possessive, a mating, a staking of a claim.
They showered quickly then, washing hair and limbs and the parts of their bodies that were sticky. They rinsed. They grabbed towels, but didn’t use them. They returned to the bed wet and starving for more.
And Cardin very happily in love.
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AN EMPTY GLASS IN HIS HAND, Eddie stood at the sink in his kitchen, a jug of milk and a bottle of Hershey’s chocolate syrup on the counter. Seeing through the window Cardin’s Mini Cooper parked out back had stopped him from pouring either.
He wasn’t even a fan of chocolate milk. He couldn’t figure why he’d decided to mix up a glass. Well, he could figure. It was Cardin. Her not being here. Her sleeping with Whip Davis in her own home.
Yeah, he was glad she was sleeping in a bed instead of on the floor, but she was still his little girl, and the idea that she wasn’t sleeping alone wasn’t easy to swallow.
He wondered when that would change. If giving his daughter away at the altar, if the “I do’s” and the rings and the vows before God and the license legalizing the bond would make it easier to let her go.
He’d enjoyed like hell having her home these last four months. It had taken him back to her days in high school when she’d scurried around between Darling practices and games and FFA meetings. It had taken him back to earlier times as well.
Having her sit on the bench in the garage while he and Jeb tinkered with White Lightning. Reading her the newspaper, answering the questions she asked, soft-coating the stories too gritty for a five-year-old.
The only downside to his daughter’s homecoming was that his wife wasn’t here to share it. So when Delta had walked through the door a few hours ago, told him she’d given up the apartment then gone upstairs to their daughter’s rooms, Eddie hadn’t known what to think.
He still didn’t know what to think. But at least he was looking for answers in a glass of chocolate milk instead of one filled with Jack Daniel’s Tennessee Whiskey.
“I knew about the milk and the Hershey’s.”
Eddie stiffened at the sound of Delta’s voice, but he didn’t turn.
“I would hear her get up, and I’d watch from the kitchen door while you read to her.”
He listened to his estranged wife come into the kitchen. “That was such a long time ago. Twenty years. It feels like nothing.”
“Twenty years ago, is this where you thought you’d be?”
“Still in Dahlia? Yes. Living in my father’s house? Maybe. Separated from my wife? No. Watching my daughter choose the man she wants to marry?” He shook his head; it felt so incredibly heavy. “Never.”
“I think that’s what they call life, Eddie.” Delta came to stand beside him. He stared at their reflection in the window. “It happens to everyone.”
“I’m not sure I like it as much when it doesn’t go my way.”
“It wouldn’t be as interesting if it did,” she told him. “You’d get all soft and pudgy and lazy if you got your way all the time. And I can’t imagine you as any of those.”
“Can you imagine me as old?”
“Old? I don’t think so.” She pushed her hair from her forehead, held it back for a moment before letting it go. “We’re only a few months apart, and there’s no way I’m copping to being old.”
Eddie wished he could share her attitude, but he hurt. He ached. He was weary. His body as well as his soul. He’d never felt this beat up. Or this alone. “I feel old. Worn out.”
She draped her arm around his shoulders, leaned her head against him. He could see her sweet smile that he loved so much in the window and their reflected gazes met. “You’ve been depressed for months. You’ve been through three surgeries. You’ve taken more medicine than a lot of horses could handle. That’s enough to wear out the best of men.”
She turned him then, forced him with her hands on his shoulders away from the window to face her. Her eyes were big and blue and damp, and her unshed tears hit him like a fist to the gut.
“You, Eddie Worth. You are the best of men. I’ve known you more years than I haven’t. And however long it takes, I know you’ll bounce back. No one and nothing will ever convince me otherwise.”
He wondered what he’d ever done to deserve this woman who had more faith in him than he did in himself. And after all he’d put her through this past year. “I’m glad one of us thinks I’ve still got something going for me.”
“You talk like you have one foot in the grave.”
“Most days? It feels pretty close.”
She moved her hands from his shoulders to his face, studying him, making sure of something, then taking him by one hand and leading him to the kitchen table where they’d eaten so many meals as a family.
They’d helped run Cardin through her spelling words here. Had talked about White Lightning’s performance in the latest race. Decided where to take their vacations. How best to spend the money they’d made.
He sat in his usual chair, to the left of his father’s at the head, and she sat beside him, turning so their knees bumped. “I think you need to slow down, Eddie. Not because of your age, but because you never took enough time off. You went back to work too soon. You didn’t give yourself the mental recovery time you needed.”
Staying home doing nothing had driven him crazy. He wasn’t cut out to stare at the walls, or a television screen, and the pages of a book only got him through so many hours before he needed to get up and move. “Everyone says that. Take time to heal. To recover. But the ones saying it aren’t the ones sitting on their butts going bonkers.”
“You know, as patient as you’ve always been with me, with Cardin, even with your Dad, you’ve never been patient with yourself.”
“Patience takes too long to get things done.”
“And impatience burns you out.”
She was right, but he was right, too. And he didn’t know where that left him. “If I cut back my hours at work, what am I supposed to do with my time?”
“You could do anything you wanted to do.”
That wasn’t exactly true. “I can’t take White Lightning down the track.”
“No, but you could go back to working on the car with your father.”
His father, who refused to open up and tell him the one thing he most needed to know.
That was what Eddie had to come to terms with. Things would never be the same as they were before the accident. But if he wanted any kind of relationship with his family, he had to come to grips with the past.
“So if I take some time, get my head together, work on things with Jeb, does that mean you’re going to come home?”
Until now, Delta had been leaning toward him, pleading with him, touching him, her gaze imploring. Now she moved away to sit straight in her chair. “I love you, Eddie. You’re the only man I’ve ever loved.”
“But?” he asked as fear clawed at him. He wasn’t going to be able to do anything if he didn’t have her with him. She was his other half, his better half. He would die for her. He would die without her.
“I’m not going to desert you. But I have to know that things are going to turn around for you—for both of us—before I come back for good. I can’t handle going through another separation. When I come back, that’s it. I’m never leaving again.”
He didn’t want her leaving again. He hated that he’d driven her away in the first place, but the idea of her not returning…“Does that mean you’re going to stay on at Cardin’s?”
She shook her head. “Now that she’s there with Whip, I don’t think so. I might see about getting an apartment in the same complex, or if Cardin thinks that’s too close, a room at Bristol House.”
Those places were too far away. “Or you could stay here. Upstairs. Like Cardin’s been doing.”
“Do you think that’s such a good idea?” she asked, canting her head to one side and giving him a look that said she had his number.
“I promise I won’t sneak up into your bed.”
“I’m not so sure I won’t sneak downstairs into yours.”
He wouldn’t say no if she did. He wanted her there. He needed her there. But hearing that she would never abandon him…
He had to trust her. Even more so, he had to trust himself. He had to get where he needed to be under his own steam, by making his own decisions, carving out his own way.
Needing a moment, he got up and returned the milk and the chocolate syrup to the fridge. He spoke before looking back at his wife, the change of subject a trick he hoped would work to take his mind off the hard journey ahead. “I guess we should talk about wedding gifts. A trip, some cash, a reason to settle down in Dahlia.”
“If Whip’s going to be on the road, I don’t think there’s anything we can give Cardin to make her stay here, but if we had the money, I’d buy those five acres Ahsan Wazir has for sale east of town.”
“I have the money,” Jeb said, walking into the kitchen and surprising Eddie and Delta both.
Eddie wondered how long his father had been in the living room, if he’d heard their conversation. If this was his way of breaking the ice, making the first move Eddie hadn’t yet figured out how to do.
“But there’s something else for sale I think would give them both more of a reason to stay.”
“What’s that?” Eddie asked.
His father glanced over, his eyes glinting with mischief. “The Dahlia Speedway.”
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“I FORGOT TO TELL YOU YOUR GRANDFATHER wants to throw us a party.”
“What?” Cardin rose up sharply from where she’d been cleaning out the cabinet beneath Trey’s kitchen sink. She bumped her head on the edge of the frame, frowning as she rubbed at the bruise. “What do you mean, he wants to throw us a party?”
“That’s what he told me. An engagement party. He wants to celebrate us, and my Moonshine Run win at the same time.”
A party at Headlights to celebrate White Lightning’s showing in the Moonshine Run was an annual event. But an engagement party? She sat back on her heels. “Don’t tell me he means to include gifts.”
Trey kept his head down, studying notes scribbled on yellow paper torn from a legal pad. “He didn’t say anything about gifts.”
This was bad. Oh, this was bad. She got to her feet. “We can’t let people bring gifts, Trey. We just can’t.”
“Then we’ll have to make sure that’s a stipulation.”
She pulled a chair from under the table and sat, burying her face in her hands. “Ugh, what a mess.”
“Lies can get messy,” he said, all wise and sagelike.
“I know that. And I tried to think things through. But I never counted on an engagement party. I guess part of me figured everyone would know this was all pretend.” That sounded so stupid, she groaned. Twice. “Once we’re done with this one, I’m out of the lie business forever.”
She finally looked over at Trey where he sat at the head of the table, paperwork from a huge file box of his father’s in stacks in front of him. They’d decided to take a break from the barn and spend a day in the house; they were having trouble out there staying on track.
They’d had just as much trouble in here this morning. Her inner thighs ached. “We’ll have to make sure everyone knows we haven’t set a date, we don’t have a place of our own, we can’t store things, yadda, yadda. So no gifts. Absolutely no gifts.”
He didn’t look up. “Lots of folks give cash, you know. They like to walk up and slip a few bills into the pockets of the bride and groom.”
Uh-uh. “No cash, either. We can’t take cash.” Her chin in one hand, she drummed the fingers of the other on the tabletop. “I’ll just have to tell Jeb no party.”
“No need to be hasty.”
Hasty? “What?”
“Well…we could go along with it, accept the gifts and the cash, and call the engagement real.”
He still didn’t look at her. He was going through the papers one by one, placing them in the appropriate piles he’d made on the table—a filing system she was about to shove to the floor if that’s what it took to get his attention.
“What did you say?” she asked, her heart choking her.
He tossed the papers he had yet to sort back into the box, then laced his hands behind his head and cocked back his chair on two legs. He gave her a devil’s grin, and said, “I think you heard me.”
“I did hear you. That’s why I asked what you said.” She wasn’t making any sense, but then he wasn’t making any sense. And the way she suddenly couldn’t see straight was making even less. “A real engagement would mean we were planning to get married.”
One of his brows arched upward. “What if we did?”
“Got married?”
“Isn’t that what we’re talking about here?”
“I don’t know what we’re talking about, Trey Davis.” She’d never thought her heart beating so hard could actually hurt. Either she was having a heart attack or this was the worst case of anxiety, and panic and waiting-by-the-phone-for-the-boyshe-most-wanted-to-hear-from-to-call nerves that she’d experienced in her life. “I do know that I’m going to knock those other two chair legs out from under you if you don’t explain.”
“You asked me to marry you last week.” He paused, and she almost screamed before he added, “I’m saying yes.”
Calm, Cardin. Stay calm. “I asked you to pretend to be my fiancé and help me pull off a fake engagement. It was about getting my parents back together.”
“I know.” He nodded. “And I agreed to help. But I never answered your proposal.”
Calm, calm, calm. Calm, calm, calm. “So you’re putting this back on me somehow.”
He laughed, a huge hearty from the belly laugh. “You see, Cardin, this is why I love you. You don’t take anything at face value. You dig for the good stuff beneath.”
She thought he was saying something about value and digging, but all she heard was that he loved her. “Did you just say that you love me?”
“I did.”
“And that you want our engagement to be real?”
“That’s right.”
“And that you accept my marriage proposal?”
“I do.”
She just stared at him. She couldn’t move. Her belly was aching along with her chest, and she swore she was going to throw up.
Trey returned his chair legs to the floor, scooted all four of them across the worn linoleum and got up. He came to where she was sitting, spun her chair around, and knelt in front of her. “You know this story we made up to tell people about our long-distance relationship?”
“You mean the lie?” she asked, needing to make even the obvious clearer.
“That’s the one,” he said, reaching for the fingers of her hand that were digging into her thigh. “I’m beginning to think there’s a lot of truth to it. That the distance was simply across years instead of miles.”
She’d been looking into his eyes as he spoke, seeing thoughtfulness, sincerity, and an emotion that looked so much like real, live, from the heart love that it scared her. She raised her gaze to the ceiling, blinking away wetness before it fell as tears.
“I haven’t dated anyone seriously since leaving Dahlia. And it wasn’t until you walked into the Corley hauler last week that I knew why.”
She shook her head, a rapid back and forth, not because she didn’t want to hear what he was saying, but because she didn’t know how she was going to keep from blubbering like a fool.
“I don’t know why we never got together in high school—”
“We never even talked in high school,” she said, her voice breaking on an hysterical note.
“I know that. Part of me wants to laugh when I think about how stupid I was then. Another part of me is sad that we wasted so much time. But then I think that the waiting, the distance, all of it…” He stopped to clear his throat. “It was exactly what this thing between us needed to stir to life.”
She kept her eyes squeezed tightly closed. She’d never expected this, never spent time wishing or longing because doing either seemed like a waste of energy better spent where there was a chance for success.
That Trey was on one knee in front of her now…A sob escaped, a hiccup she tried to hold back.
“Look at me, Cardin,” he said, his fist beneath her chin lifting her head. “Look at me, sweetheart.”
It was so hard to do. So very hard to do. But she did. The tears she’d tried to stop welled, spilling from her lids and rolling down her cheeks. She didn’t bother wiping them away, or trying to catch them before they fell from her face to Trey’s hands.
“I’ve been serious about you for years. I just didn’t know how so until these last few days. And when I’ve thought about getting back to work, leaving Dahlia, leaving you…” This time it was Trey who choked up, whose voice grew husky and raw.
Even his eyes misted. “I can’t do it. I want you with me. I need you with me. Whether here or on the road. I don’t care where we are as long as we’re together. As long as you’re my wife. I love you, Cardin Worth. Will you marry me?”
It was the last straw. She fell forward, collapsing in his arms, crying there on the edge of her chair, as he held her. “I love you, too, Trey. I think I’ve loved you forever. It’s probably why I stopped when I saw you and Kim.”
“You wanted to take her place?”
“No, I wanted to flatten her.”
Trey laughed, set her back in her chair, and ran his wrist over his eyes while she used her T-shirt to dry her face. Both of them were laughing, smiling, trying to catch their breath and their runaway giddiness in the face of realizing they weren’t alone in their love.
Trey grabbed his chair, pulling it next to hers. “You never answered me, you know.”
“Oh, my God. Yes. Yes, of course, I’ll marry you.” He was everything she wanted. He was who she wanted. If this was a dream, she never wanted morning to come.
“So it’s okay if people bring presents,” Trey said, and she smacked his shoulder.
“You just didn’t want to have to give back the cash.”
He screwed up his face. “The thought of doing so was making me ill.”
Her stomach hurt from the laughter. Her chest ached from the joy filling her heart. “Oh, Trey, I can’t believe our engagement is real. I’m going to float through work tonight, and Sandy’s going to bug me, wanting to know what’s going on.”
“Just tell her you’re high on sex.”
“After the last few days? That wouldn’t be much of an exaggeration. Oh, what about your place here? Do you still want to sell it?”
“Why wouldn’t I?”
“I didn’t know if you’d want to keep it so we’d have a home when we’re here.”
He shook his head. “We’ll have a home of our own. If this place doesn’t sell, the house will come down. I’ll keep the property, and we’ll put up a house just for us.” He gave her a smile. “We’ll get around to figuring it all out. We’ve got time.”
Time, and so many things to talk about, she thought. Like when they were going to get married. What kind of wedding they wanted. If they were going to continue with the long engagement or if she’d get to call herself Cardin Davis soon.
“I can’t believe we’re going to get married.”
“Just don’t go telling people that since everyone already thinks that we are.”
“Oh, yeah,” she said, pouting.
“Sorry to knock the wind from your sails, sweetheart. Guess next time you’ll think twice about telling everyone you know a lie.”
“Trust me. I’m done with the lying. Unfortunately, I’m not done with having to earn my own living. I’d better get to work.” She got to her feet.
Trey stood, too. “I was thinking I’d see if Tater wanted to meet me later at Headlights for dinner, after your grandfather and I put White Lightning through a test run.”
“Is it a boys’ night out thing, or do you want company?”
“If the company is yours, you bet.”
“I’ll see you later then.” She rose up on her tiptoes to kiss him, then scurried toward the front door.
“Hey,” he called out, and she looked back to see him standing there with his arms stretched out to his sides. “Is that all I get?”
“You’ll get a whole lot more when you finish your paperwork.”
“I’ve put it off for six months, what’s another six minutes?”
“From here, it looks like it’s time you’re wasting,” she said, then hurried out the door, down the front steps and to her grandfather’s truck, her steps and her heart as light as air.
Cardin Worth Davis. Mrs. Trey Davis. No words had ever sounded so good, or so very very right.
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THE SIX MINUTES CARDIN told Trey not to waste weren’t an issue. It was during the sixty that followed that his life began to come undone, that he made his discovery, that a scrap of newsprint he found in the box of his father’s papers shut him down.
He got up from the chair where his body had grown stiff, where his emotions had petrified, where his mind had seized up like frozen gears. He couldn’t see anything else. Think of anything else. At a time when he’d least expected it, and completely on his own, he’d found what he’d been looking for when he’d come here.
The reason for the fight.
A reason that had nothing to do with money.
It was all about murder.
The headline dated 1939 said it all. Death in Dahlia Suspect. The story gave the facts. The body of Emmett Davis, Trey’s great-grandfather, had been found outside the home of his good friend, Cardin’s great-grandfather, Orin Worth. Though Trey knew Orin had run moonshine with Emmett during Prohibition, the article mentioned nothing about the duo’s partnership or their illicit money-making venture.
The authorities attributed the head injuries responsible for Emmett’s demise to a fall—the exact story Trey had been told all his life—but the newspaper added details he’d never heard. A female witness identified only as Trixie was quoted as saying, “Emmett didn’t trip so much as he had help hitting the ground. And I seen the piece of wood that done him in.”
The police discounted her story that Emmett’s fall had not been accidental. That he’d been struck in the head, and killed by the blow, instead. They discounted her story because she was known on the streets as unreliable with a taste for big cigars, bigger men and strong hooch.
On its own, the clipping was fairly innocuous, though certainly disconcerting to read. The story didn’t point fingers or place blame, simply questioned the findings in Trey’s great-grandfather’s death. But it was his father’s handwriting on the newsprint beneath the article that had a cold sweat dampening Trey’s skin.
Aubrey had written Trixie = Mrs. Orin Worth, and though surprised his father had learned somehow the fate of Cardin’s great-grandmother, Trey didn’t find it hard to believe. He heard more than once that the woman had vanished never to be seen again.
No, it was the list Aubrey had jotted beneath the article Trey was having trouble with. As if sorting out his thoughts on paper, Trey’s father had written, Ask Jeb about murder. He knows the truth. Am certain. Think he was there. There was no clue as to how Aubrey had come by the newspaper, or if he’d drawn his conclusions from other sources as well.
Right now, Trey didn’t care where the information had come from. His father’s notes implied that Cardin’s great-grandmother was right, and that Jeb knew when and how Emmett had been murdered. And neither man had ever said a word.
That was what Trey cared about. The silence, the hiding the truth. The lies.
He grabbed the newspaper and the notes and stormed out of the house toward his truck. The drive to the Dahlia Speedway took him twenty minutes. As much as he’d wanted to know the truth, he was not looking forward to the confrontation to come.
Other than a construction crew working on the containment fencing behind the southern side of the stands, the few cars belonging to the office staff and the traffic at Morgan and Son’s garage, the Speedway was deserted. Trey had no trouble finding Jeb.
The older man had hauled the car to the track with the pickup Eddie never used anymore, unloaded the Chevy Nova and four-wheeler from the trailer on his own.
As Trey parked and jumped down from his truck, Cardin’s grandfather waved him over, patting the seat of the ATV after straddling it. “Climb aboard. Let’s see if it shows as good as it sounds.”
The conversation they needed to have couldn’t be done over the roar of the ATV’s engine. And since Trey wasn’t even sure where or how to begin, he took the piece of newspaper from the pocket of his shirt, pulled it from the plastic bag he’d used for safekeeping, and held it in front of Jeb’s face.
Jeb read the words Trey’s father had written beneath the article, then reached for the key and turned off the ATV. Silence surrounded them, uncomfortable, angry, heavy with questions and accusations. Trey returned the paper to his pocket, while Jeb stared off into the distance, sagging in the seat.
He shook his head, a gesture that seemed to say he’d wondered long and often when this day would come. “Let’s get this race out of the way before we talk about that.”
Trey shook his head, a gesture that meant no. “There’s not going to be a race until we talk about that.”
“I was nine years old,” Jeb said, running his thumb over the palm of the other hand and staring down. “And that was seventy years ago, but I can still feel the splinters I got from gripping that board.”
“Wait a minute.” Trey’s blood pressure shot through his skull. He took a step back, felt himself shaking, struggled to find his voice. “You killed him? You’re the one in the article the witness, your mother, is talking about? And you kept it a secret?”
“I didn’t mean to do either one. I was a kid.”
“Those are excuses. Not an explanation,” Trey said. His temperature soared. “I think I deserve one since it was my great-grandfather who died.”
The silence grew darker as Trey waited. He felt it closing in, choking, consuming. He wasn’t sure how he kept from striking out—the same feelings his father must have suffered when he’d taken his findings to Jeb—but he held on until Jeb finally spoke.
“Tell me, Whip. What do you know about Emmett Davis?”
Very little, thanks to you, he wanted to say. “I know he ran moonshine with your father. I know that Diamond Dutch Boyle was sent here to stop them. I know you’re the one who finally found Boyle’s car in the LaBrecque ravine fifteen years later. But I know all that because it’s on the plaque hanging in Headlights. Emmett Davis didn’t live long enough for there to be much more to learn. He was only thirty-eight when you killed him.”
Jeb swung his leg over the ATV, pressed his hand to the small of his back as he straightened, then thumbed his cowboy hat up his forehead before he said, “Maybe we could have this discussion someplace more private.”
Trey looked around, seeing nobody within ear shot. “This is about as private as it gets.”
“Then let’s at least sit in one of the trucks. I can’t stand here for the length of time it’s going to take to tell this story.”
That was fine with Trey. He gestured with one hand for Jeb to take the lead and choose the truck. Jeb headed for Trey’s, the big crew cab dualie roomier than the one Eddie owned.
Jeb climbed up into the passenger seat, Trey behind the wheel. He noticed a sheen of sweat on the older man’s face. “Do you want me to turn on the a/c? Roll down the windows?”
“The windows will be fine.” Jeb pulled off his hat, finger-combed his hair, held the Stetson by the brim on one knee, and stared straight ahead through the windshield. “I’m guessing you thought your dad came to me for money to settle up his gambling debts. I know you did that for him. That he gave you the house and left Dahlia.”
“I didn’t come here to talk about my father.”
“Yes you did. Your father’s the reason you’re here at all.”
Semantics, Trey thought. He was here because of his father’s fight with this man, because of what his father had discovered. And because Trey was the last Davis living, this man owed him answers. “I came back to Dahlia to go through his things, clean up the place, and yeah, see what I could find out about the fight. What I’ve found out makes me wonder why I shouldn’t go to the authorities instead of sitting here with you.”
“You’re doing just what your father did. You’re more like him than you know.”
If that meant neither Trey nor his father were satisfied until they got to the bottom of things, that he could deal with. But Trey was not a man who would cheat on his woman. Neither did he bet on anything but himself. “Then you tell me what kept my father from turning you in to the law.”
Jeb snorted. “For one thing, look at the law we’ve got around here. Henry Buell would bungle a traffic stop before getting it right.”
“He could’ve found someone a few pay grades higher than Buell.”
“If he’d wanted to bring the law into it, sure. But like you, he was more interested in hearing the story than seeing me locked up.”
Trey was pretty damn sure he hadn’t said that. “I may have a lot of things in common with my dad, but don’t make the mistake of thinking I’m him. I will call the law.”
“And what will you tell Cardin?”
He didn’t have an answer for that.
“Because I can guarantee that if you put me away, there won’t be a wedding.”
Not for a moment did Trey doubt that Jeb was speaking the truth.
He needed to know the whole story before he screwed up a whole lot of lives. “Right now I’m leaving Cardin out of this. Eddie and Delta, too. I don’t want to take this any further if you and I can settle things here and now.”
“One on one? Man to man?”
Trey gave a sharp nod. He would decide what to do once he had his hands on the whole truth.
Jeb took a deep breath and started. “I was too young to know a lot about your great-granddad, but the things I’d heard were the kind of things people only whispered about. Back then, a man’s sexual appetite wasn’t discussed at the dinner table along with the day’s news. Private things weren’t talked about openly at all. At nine years old, I didn’t know what sex was. Oh, I knew boy animals got on top of girl animals, and I knew girl animals gave birth to baby animals, but that was about it.”
Trey wasn’t exactly comfortable with this conversation, but he had to stick it out to the end. “So my great-grandfather was a philanderer. I don’t remember all of my history lessons, but I’m pretty sure that wasn’t against the law, even in nineteen thirty-nine.”
“You’re right. Philanderers weren’t put behind bars, but they weren’t admired for their prowess or conquests, either. Not in decent society.”
Trey braced his elbow against the truck’s padded door and looked off toward the Speedway’s arched entrance. First his great-grandfather was a philanderer. Now he wasn’t fit for decent society.
If Jeb was trying to justify what he’d done by tearing apart a dead man’s reputation, he wasn’t getting far with Trey. “I guess now you’re going to tell me about the girls he got pregnant and abandoned. Or ones he was rumored to have raped.”
Jeb shook his head. “Like I told you, I was only nine. I wouldn’t have heard those rumors. But when I came home from school one day and found him in my ma’s bed, with her grunting and groaning and screaming beneath him, I wanted him dead for the hurt he was causing her.”
Trey turned his head toward the older man, unable to breathe, his skin prickling as he waited for Jeb to continue.
“When you’re nine years old, you hear people talk about dying, about going to heaven or meeting your maker, about being in a better place with family members who passed on years before. But there’s nothing there that really makes you understand what dead means. It’s just a word, and all you know is that the dead person’s not around anymore.”
Jeb shifted in the seat, sitting a little straighter, scooting closer to the door as if he didn’t want to lose that means of escape—even though Trey knew he hadn’t done anything to make Cardin’s grandfather feel threatened.
More than likely, because of what he’d done, Jeb had felt threatened all of his life. “So you killed him. You caught him in bed with your mother and you killed him.”
“I did,” Jeb admitted, giving a solemn shake of his head. “I ran out of the house to the porch and grabbed a two-by-four. There was a stack there. My pa had been repairing the railing. It was a short board, but long enough to swing. And I was known by the rest of the kids I played ball with as a slugger.”
Bile rose in the back of Trey’s throat. He pulled his gaze from Jeb’s profile and stared out the window. As hard as this was to hear, he couldn’t imagine that it was easy to tell. But the thought of a nine year old boy swinging a two-by-four at a grown man…He swallowed hard, and used the back of his hand to wipe the sweat from his upper lip.
“I’m guessing they never heard me come in, just heard me running out. Emmett ran off the porch, tugging on his shirt, his pants flapping open. I reared back behind him and swung like I was aiming for the center field fence. He fell. I’m pretty sure he was already dead, but I ran down the steps and hit him again. And again.”
“Where was your mother all this time?” Trey croaked out.
“That was about when she came through the door screaming. I dropped the board and ran, hid out in the woods and waited, watching her. She sat down in all that dirt and blood and held the board in her lap, crying like I’ve never seen anybody cry before. I must’ve fallen asleep—I’d curled up inside a rotten log—because when I woke up, there was a whole passel of men hovering around. My ma was nowhere to be seen. And we never saw her again.”
Trey couldn’t even imagine what Cardin’s great-grandmother had been thinking. “She just took off?”
Jeb nodded. “In your great-granddad’s car. They did find it down toward Nashville a day or so later. And I’m guessing that’s when she told the reporter that story, likely while she was drinking. But she never got in touch with my dad again, and that was the last time that I saw her, sitting there in the dirt, petticoats soaking up the blood.”
There was so much to ask, so much that Trey was lost. “You never told anyone that she’d been there, or what you’d done, and she never told anybody except that reporter what she saw.”
“That’s pretty much how it happened.”
“Did the police question you?”
Jeb nodded again. “They did. I told them I’d been in the woods. I liked to play like I was Eliot Ness hunting down Al Capone. When I walked out from the trees and my pa looked over at me, I could tell by his eyes that he suspected what I’d done.”
“But he didn’t say anything to the police, either.”
“Nope. We never talked about it. Not a word.” Jeb turned his hat round and round on his knee. “To tell you the truth, I think there was a big part of him that was relieved. I didn’t work that out until I was older and got to thinking back on how he’d taken Emmett’s death and my mother’s disappearance. I’m pretty damn sure he suspected what was going on with the two of them. But seeing as how Emmett was his partner, he didn’t quite know what to do.”
What the hell? “The man was screwing his wife and he didn’t know what to do?”
“Things were different then, Whip. Sure, rights were right and wrongs were wrong, but folks turned a blind eye to a lot of situations and made do with the hand they’d been dealt.”
“This is so wrong. So fucked up. I don’t even know what to say.” Though murder had no statute of limitations, Jeb had been a juvenile at the time of the crime. Now he was almost eighty years old. Trey could turn him in, let the law deal, and ruin a lot of lives. Or he could keep Jeb’s secret and try to live with himself.
Jeb shifted, cocking one knee onto the seat. “I want to say one more thing to you. I’m not trying to plead my case, but this I want you to understand. I wanted Emmett dead for what he was doing to my ma, but I never meant to kill him. I thought he was hurting her. I thought I was protecting her. When I came out of those woods and found she was gone, that was when I first knew that I’d been wrong about what I’d seen.”
Trey stared at the emblem in the center of his steering wheel. “Why didn’t you explain to anyone what had happened?”
“Because I was the only thing my pa had left, and I feared by telling the truth, the law would take me away from him forever. It was my fault that my ma left us, and I didn’t want him to be alone.”
Not wanting his father to be alone had been the very reason Trey had stayed in Dahlia until he was twenty. He didn’t want to empathize with the child Jeb Worth had been, but his own mother had walked out when he was twelve. She hadn’t been the one to cheat on her marriage; his father had. But all those feelings Jeb had been through? Trey recognized each one and knew them well. The fact that he did made it even harder to know the right thing to do.
He leaned his head back, and rubbed at his closed eyes, feeling emotionally battered, as if he was the one who had suffered the loss of a child’s innocence. He didn’t look up again until Jeb opened the door.
The older man’s expression was solemn. “I figure I’ve given you enough to chew on for awhile. I won’t hold it against you, no matter what you do with the information. I only ask that you let me know first. Give me time to get my things in order.”
Trey’s gut was in knots. He wasn’t in any kind of mood to suit up and take White Lightning down the track, but knew work would go a long way to helping him put the things he’d just learned into perspective.
Because until he did that, until he had a solid handle on the big picture of Jeb killing his great-grandfather seventy years ago, he wouldn’t know which course of action would be the best to take.
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CARDIN WAS HALFWAY TO WORK when she drove past Pammy’s Petals. Giving in to an irresistible urge, she U-turned in the middle of the road and pulled into the parking lot, sitting behind the wheel of Jeb’s truck and staring at the bakery’s two front windows where lacy curtains framed the words Pammy’s and Petals on either side of the door.
The display counter beneath “Pammy’s” showed off her namesake flower-frosted cupcakes, along with brownies, cookies and the pastries that brought so many customers by first thing every day.
In the right of the cabinet beneath “Petals” were kids’ birthday cakes—ones decorated to look like baseball caps, mermaid tails, fire engines and fairies, while the left side was devoted to Pammy’s specialty. Weddings.
There was a two-tiered chocolate groom’s cake topped with a ball and chain of dark fudge. There were tiny bite-size cupcakes frosted to look like bridal gifts, with molded strips of sparkly sugar draped across them like bows.
And taking up the corner as if on stage was the cake that made Cardin want to cry.
She was being silly. Ridiculously emotional. What she was looking at was nothing but artfully crafted cardboard and paste. But oh, the swirls and ribbons and swoops of icing and ganache would make any princess dissolve into tears.
How was a girl from small town Tennessee not supposed to?
For a moment, she hesitated going inside. It was stupid to be looking at wedding cakes when she and Trey had only just made their engagement official; for all she knew, he might want a quick civil ceremony on his way back to joining the Corley team.
But in the end, she couldn’t resist, telling herself it had been too long since she’d seen Pammy. Too long since she’d had one of the cupcakes customers came from far and wide to enjoy. She climbed down from the truck, smoothing back her ponytail before pushing open the door and walking inside.
The chime was still playing Disney’s “It’s a Small World After All” when Pammy came out of the back. Her big green eyes went wide, and her bow of a mouth formed a huge round O as she screamed. “Oh, my God! Cardin! You’re going to marry Trey Davis!”
Cardin smiled back as Pammy ran from behind the counter and wrapped her in a hug, rocking her back and forth until they were both laughing and sobbing and howling like mad girl hyenas.
Pammy was the first to pull back, holding on to Cardin’s hands. “Do you remember in high school how we walked down all the halls where his classes were? Even though ours were across campus? He probably thought we were stalking him.”
Giving Pammy’s hands a squeeze before letting go, Cardin ran both index fingers beneath her eyes to clear away what makeup had smeared. It tickled her to think she and Trey had just talked about the very same thing. “I don’t think we were the only ones. I think every girl in school stalked Trey.”
“Yeah.” Sighing dreamily, Pammy reached up to settle the daisy hat that had slipped from the top of her head. “Especially Kim Halton. I was so glad she never came back to Dahlia. I heard she got pregnant her sophomore year at UT.”
Her friend’s sources about the goings-on at the University of Tennessee—and with Kim Halton—were better than Cardin’s. She hadn’t heard anything at all. “If I had missed her, I might have realized that she never came back.”
Pammy’s laugh came out like a snort, and she quickly covered her mouth, her cheeks coloring as if she were embarrassed to be so crass. “I’m going to get us some coffee. Or do you want a soda?”
“I want a cupcake,” Cardin said.
“A cupcake coming right up.” Pammy turned away, all five-foot-two of her flouncing.
Cardin settled in a chair at one of the two café-style tables along the wall, and Pammy rejoined her moments later. The cupcake she set down had been centered on a China saucer, frosted in a glittery white icing and topped with what looked like a wedding corsage.
Great. Cardin felt herself choking up again. Was this how it was going to be until she said her “I Do’s?” “I don’t know if I can eat this. It’s too gorgeous.”
“Eat it.” Pammy pushed the plate closer. “There’s more where that came from. I promise the cake will be the lightest you’ve ever tasted in your life, and the scrumptious lemon mousse inside is to die for.”
Cardin picked up her fork. “Who knew cupcakes would be all the rage?”
“It’s having your cake and being able to eat it, too. You know. Kinda like marrying Trey Davis,” Pammy said, cradling her coffee mug in both hands and waggling her brows as she brought it to her mouth to sip.
“It doesn’t seem real, you know.” Cardin cut into the cupcake with the side of her fork, the zing of lemon zest tingling her nose. “I keep waiting for someone to pinch me and wake me up.”
“Why wouldn’t it seem real?” Pammy returned her mug to the table, her expression searching. “You’ve been with him for what? Almost a year? It’s about time you make it permanent, and really, I should smack you for keeping the relationship a secret to begin with.”
Nice, Cardin. Way to almost screw up. She quickly recovered and came up with a plausible story. “Being with him in person makes it seem like the time apart was a dream, and it’s only just now real. But you’re right. I deserve to be smacked.”
And she expected Pammy to do just that, but the other woman had grown pensive, frowning, staring down into her mug as she twisted it where it sat on the glass-topped table. “You’ll go with him when he goes back on the road, won’t you? You won’t stay here?”
Cardin thought back to the conversation she and Trey had had with her parents, about where they would live, how they would live. Now that all of those things were real considerations, she was absolutely certain about only one. “I won’t stay here unless he’s here with me.”
Sighing, Pammy sat back, pulling off her daisy and holding her mob of dark red curls away from her face with both hands. “You know, I never meant to make Dahlia my home forever. But then Kevin left me, and I had Boyd to take care of, and very little money for the two of us to live on.”
Cardin knew how hard things had been for her friend after the divorce, and kicked herself for not staying in touch. “I haven’t seen Boyd in so long. He’s, what? Three now?”
Pammy nodded. “Three, and fortunately he neither looks nor acts anything like his father. That little guy’s the reason I decided to make my mark right here. I knew I couldn’t haul him around while I figured out what to do and where to do it. He deserves a better life than that.”
“Well, your mark is amazing. You are amazing, and Boyd’s going to grow up to be just the same.” Pressing the back of her fork into what crumbs were left on her plate, Cardin licked them away. “Pammy, seriously, that was the best cupcake I’ve ever eaten in my life.”
“Does that mean you’re going to let me do your wedding cake? I can already see a groom’s cake in the shape of a dragster.” Pammy’s eyes widened. “Or better yet, a pair of headlights.”
Cardin laughed. “Yeah, Trey would love that. A cake that looked like boobs.”
“Speaking of boobs, Trey’s still good friends with Tater Rawls, right?”
Cardin didn’t know if Pammy was calling Tater a boob, or labeling him as another man who liked them. Unless, like everyone else, she thought he was a boob for dating Sandy Larabie. “They’ve been best friends since they were kids, why?”
“Does he know, or maybe you would know since you work with her, if this thing between Tater and Sandy is for real?”
There could be only one reason Pammy wanted to know. “If you’re asking because you’ve got a thing for Tater, then it wouldn’t hurt my feelings a bit if you made a move. He deserves better than Sandy Larabie.”
“I think so, too. But I’m not a homewrecker. Even if what they have is casual, I’m not going to break it up.”
Cardin’s decision then was spur of the moment, but it seemed so right she didn’t question it even once. She and Pammy had been friends forever, and she knew Trey would ask Tater to be his best man.
She reached across the table, and took Pammy’s hands in hers. “Pammy, I would love it if you would be my maid of honor.”
Pammy squealed. “Oh, my God, are you kidding me? I would die to be your maid of honor. I’m so honored that you would ask.”
“Why wouldn’t I ask? There’s no one I would rather have witness my marriage to Trey, though,” Cardin had to tell her, “it may be no more than standing beside me in front of a judge. We haven’t even discussed when, where, how big of a wedding.”
“But you’re still going to let me do your cake,” Pammy said, shaking her head at what seemed like a hundred miles an hour.
“Of course I’m going to let you do my cake. I’m tempted to ask you to come live with me and be my personal chef.”
Pammy laughed. “I only do baked goods. You’d be a blimp in no time. An undernourished one at that.”
“Probably not a good idea then, since I might be living in a motor home with a very narrow bed. I’d hate for Trey to have to sleep on the floor.”
“I don’t know. If there’s no room beside you, Trey might have to sleep on top of you all the time. And how could that be a bad thing?” The two women giggled like fools until Pammy sat back and sighed. “I wish I had someone to sleep on top of me every night. Or even once a week, I’m not greedy.”
That was it. Cardin was going to play matchmaker and see that her friend got a chance to show Winston Tate Rawls what he was missing. “You know what we should do? Go to Beverly’s Closet and see what Beverly knows about what’s hot in wedding dresses. I swear, her ear is pressed harder to the ground than my grandpa’s. I’ll bet she’ll have the scoop on Sandy and Tater.”
Pammy scrunched up her freckled nose. “Ooh, I like the way your devious mind works.”
Little did the other woman know how Cardin’s devious mind had gotten her into trouble. “I need to get something to wear to the engagement party my grandpa’s throwing us, anyway.”
“Is this some kind of private party? Because your maid of honor has not heard about it.”
“I only heard about it today. Jeb told Trey that as long as everyone’s going to be at Headlights to celebrate the winner of the Moonshine Run, we might as well make it an engagement party.”
“Tater will be there, right? Though I guess Sandy will, too.”
“Don’t worry about Sandy. We’ll get Beverly to fix both of us up.”
“I may have to shop upstairs,” Pammy said, looking sad. “I’m a little short on cash right now.”
“I’m right there with you. I’ve cut my hours so I’ll have more time to spend with Trey. But you know Miz Beverly. The secondhand clothes in Beverly’s Attic are better than a lot of things on the racks in department stores.” Cardin gave her girlfriend her biggest grin ever. “We’ll knock the socks off Trey and Tater both.”
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LATER THAT EVENING found Trey in Headlights sitting across the table from Tater. He held a longneck in one hand, and a basket of fresh roasted peanuts sat half empty in front of them; the hulls of those they’d eaten lay scattered on the floor at their feet.
If Trey hadn’t already arranged to meet his friend for their long overdue boy’s night out to catch up, he would’ve skipped dinner and headed home, busying himself in the barn, or in the house, or even in the fields. Anything to keep from having to socialize. It had been a bitch of a long day, and he was not in the mood.
White Lightning had made the helluva showing he’d expected this afternoon. He loved the racing, he missed the racing. He could’ve stayed at the Dahlia Speedway all day. He just didn’t want to stay there with Jeb Worth for company. The Moonshine Run was over a week away, and if he didn’t see Cardin’s grandfather again until that night, well, even then it would be too soon.
“For a man who just got engaged to the hottest chick around, you’re not looking so good, bro.” Tater hunkered forward, leaning into his arms where he’d braced them on the table and giving Trey the eye.
Trey shook his head. “My not looking so good doesn’t have anything to do with Cardin or the engagement.” Though that wasn’t exactly true. With what he’d learned this afternoon, there might be no engagement, which meant there would be no Cardin. And the thought of giving her up…“I just think I need another beer.”
“Not to poop on your party, but if you’re planning to drive home from here, you’d better get some food in you first.”
They’d placed their order with Sandy who’d clocked in early as Headlights was seeing an unusual weeknight rush. Trey hadn’t done more than wave at Cardin, catching her eye as she scurried between tables, aching with the need to hold her close.
Since he was all clogged up with the things he’d learned this afternoon from her grandfather, he figured their not talking right now was for the best. He didn’t know what he’d say—though he did know that keeping his discovery a secret was tantamount to telling her a lie.
Not exactly the open communication they’d swore would be a part of their relationship, even before their relationship was real. “I’ll be fine,” he finally told Tater, realizing his friend was staring. “I just need to work out some kinks in my head.”
“Ones Cardin can’t work out for you?”
“Yeah, pretty much.”
“In that case, what can a bro do?”
Trey felt the stirrings of a smile. He had missed this man. Tater’s common sense, his no bullshit way of looking at life. His ability to laugh in the face of things that just weren’t that funny.
Talking specifics was out of the question, but Trey was of a mind to seek his friend’s advice. “If I ask you something straight up will you answer me?”
“If I can.”
A swallow of beer, a deep breath, a quick backhanding of the moisture from his mouth and Trey was ready. “The other day, you told me your being with Sandy was a man doing what a man had to do.”
Tater, who’d been slumped forward slowly sat up. “You’re not going to try and tell me that you being out of sorts is related to what I have going on with Sandy, are you?”
“No. There’s just something I might have to do.”
“Something you don’t want to do?”
“Something I’d rather cut off my left nut than do.”
Tater reached for his beer. “Sounds pretty serious.”
A massive understatement. “I have a feeling it’s going to be the most important decision I make in my life, and I don’t want to screw it up.”
“It’s not about you and Cardin.”
Trey shook his head. “Not directly, no.”
Tater sat nodding, a delay that gave Sandy time to deliver their food.
“Here ya go, boys. Got your hot wings and corn on the cob. I had Albert throw in an extra half order of both while Eddie wasn’t looking. You two looked like you were ready for some chow time.”
“What a gal, eh, Whip?” Tater grabbed Sandy by the waist and pulled her close. “Always got her eye on her man’s needs.”
“Keeping appetites satisfied is just one of my many talents,” she said, draping her arm around Tater and patting his shoulder. “You boys enjoy.”
Once she was gone, Trey grabbed for a wing and tugged most of the meat off in one bite. He gestured with the bone. “If you tell me your relationship with her is all about sex, I’m going to be really disappointed.”
“I told you. A man’s gotta do—”
“—what a man’s gotta do. I know.” Trey’s frustration was mounting fast. “But a man doesn’t need a commitment to have sex.”
Tater gnawed his way through half an ear of corn before he answered. “This-is-sworn-to-secrecy stuff, so you’d damn well better keep your trap shut.”
“Not even an open sesame will pry it out.”
Tater rolled his eyes. “That was lame, bro.”
“Yeah, well.” Trey grabbed another wing. He needed Tater to tell the story before Cardin clocked out and joined them. “You know me. I’m a vault.”
“Too much of one, I’d say. You don’t even call to shoot the shit.”
Trey couldn’t say why he hadn’t kept in touch, though he’d likely been putting distance between his past and his present, until the past hit home with his father’s death. “It’s not going to happen again. Trust me on that.”
Tater nodded, finished off his corn, and grabbed a wing with each hand. “It’s not that big of a deal, really. Sandy got into some trouble with a guy in Nashville. A stalker type. He wouldn’t leave her alone. And Sandy, well, you know her. She doesn’t have a lot of friends.”
For a good reason, Trey thought to himself,
“She had her car in the shop one day, and we got to talking. Seems this guy liked to mess with it, make sure she got stranded, then conveniently be there to pick her up. And by picking her up, I mean taking her back to his place and not letting her go until he was ready to.”
Jesus. “Did she report him to Buell? Or the cops in Nashville?” Trey added, when Tater cursed loudly at the mention of the local law.
“A restraining order’s really not much of a threat. It’s just a piece of paper. By the time the cops respond to a violation, it’s too late.”
“So you’re her flesh and blood restraining order.”
“More or less.”
“With perks.”
“It’s been known to happen.”
“But it’s not a long-term deal with you two.”
“Nah. We’re pretty much wrapping things up. No one’s seen or heard from the guy in six months. Figure he’s moved on to someone else, in another town, maybe even another state.” Tater stopped to butter more corn. “Does any of that help you?”
What it did was remind Trey what a good man his friend was. But as far as the situation he found himself in…“You did the right thing. My right and wrong choices aren’t so clear cut.”
“You know, I’ve kinda come to believe that those shades of gray between the black and the white are more about what we can live with, maybe even what we’re comfortable with. And I don’t mean comfortable like a recliner and a big screen TV, but like being comfortable with what our actions mean to others, to our conscience.” He shrugged. “Maybe even to society. Kinda depends on how big the picture is.”
Trey took a deep breath, then blew it out. “This one’s big enough.”
“And you’re trying to decide what to do about it.”
Trey gave his friend a nod.
“Then I’d say you’ve gotta look at whether what you do is gonna bring more good than it causes harm.”
“If I do what I’m thinking is right, it’s gonna cause a whole lotta harm.”
Tater studied him closely. “And the good?”
That was what Trey didn’t know. He polished off the rest of his beer, raised the bottle overhead and waved at Sandy to bring him another. When he looked back at Tater, the other man was shaking his head. “My last one. I swear.”
“This thing. Does it have anything to do with your dad?”
Trey’s stomach lurched. “What makes you ask that?”
“I talked to Cardin when I came in earlier. She told me you’d spent the day going through his papers. That you had some meetings with his lawyer and the bank coming up.”
“It was in a box of his paperwork, yeah. I found something that can mess up some people I like in a really big way. I don’t want that to happen. But I’m not sure I can just let it go.”
“Why not? What would happen if you did?”
“Nothing would happen if I did. Things would go on as they have been for everyone involved.” An everyone that since his father’s death had numbered one.
“Then unless you’re talking about a crime or something…”
“I am.”
“Hmm. That puts a spin on things, doesn’t it?”
It did. A spin that had been making Trey dizzy all day. “I’ve come at it from every angle I can think of, and every time I wind up at the same place.”
“Which is?”
“That well enough is probably best left alone.”
“Then what’s the problem?”
“I’m not so sure well enough is enough for me.”
“Do you want justice? Or do you want revenge?”
Leave it to Tater to hit the head of the nail Trey had been avoiding. Jeb Worth had lived with what he had done all his life. He would take it to his grave. A seventy-year sentence of carrying that burden…
Was that punishment enough? If Trey sought more, would it be about revenge? The circumstances being what they were, it was unlikely Jeb would suffer anything beyond the humiliation of having his private deeds publicly known.
Yes, Trey wanted justice. But he didn’t want that. He shook his head, ran his hands down his thighs, left them braced there. “I don’t want revenge.”
“Then that should make things easier for you.”
Or not, Trey mused silently. He grabbed for the beer Sandy left on the table on her way to deliver an order. “You’ve given me a lot to think about at least.”
“I can give you a whole lot more. Sandy says she’s never known anyone to talk as much as I do about absolutely nothing.”
“And you’re surprised that I never called,” Trey said.
The two men were blotting spilled beer off the table and laughing like goats when Cardin walked up.
“Is it safe to sit?” she asked, and the only answer Trey could give was to pat the bench beside him. Tater patted the bench beside him, too, and Trey reached across the table to sock him in the shoulder.
Instead of sitting next to either of them, Cardin grabbed a chair from one of the patio tables, brought it in and sat at the head of theirs. She looked from Trey to Tater to what was left of the food and back to Trey. “I don’t even know why I’m here.”
“You’re here because this party needs some class,” Trey said.
“Class. Is that like a division of racing?” Tater shot back.
“I think you two have been hitting the juice a little too hard.”
Tater looked aghast. “We’ve got a lot of years to catch up on. Don’t be keeping your man down.”
“Yeah, don’t be keeping your man down,” Trey said, realizing as he did that he had no business driving home. Home. Cardin’s home. Cardin’s bed. A place he’d never sleep again if he took her grandfather down.
He got to his feet. “C’mon. We’ll get your food to go. I need you to take me home before I do something really stupid. And end up regretting every beer I just drank.”
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AT 12:00 A.M. ON THE NIGHT of the Moonshine Run, Cardin sat beneath the Dahlia Speedway’s blinding stadium lights wishing she hadn’t forgotten her earplugs. Her whole body vibrated as the cars roared to life.
In years past, she’d sat here with Delta because Eddie had been the one in Jeb’s car. Tonight, both of her parents sat on the bench behind her because it was Trey behind the wheel.
Trey, who loved her, who was going to make her his wife…unless his behavior of late meant he was getting cold feet.
She’d hardly spent any time with him this last week. In fact, since the night they’d eaten dinner with Tater, Trey hadn’t been himself. And all she could think was that he regretted making their engagement real.
Another part of her, the part that was more sensible, knew he’d had a lot on his mind. He’d been going through his father’s things, his family’s things. That had to bring back years’ worth of memories—of his childhood, his mother’s abandonment, his father’s death.
It couldn’t be easy, and she hadn’t exactly been sympathetic. No, she’d been a selfish brat, focused on wedding cakes, party dresses and living plans. That was no way to support the man she loved at a time when he needed her to be his rock.
She thought of all the things he’d told her that she should know as his fiancée. He hadn’t said anything about needing time to himself. She supposed for communication’s sake, the smart thing to do would be to ask if that’s all that his silence meant.
She wouldn’t have time before the race, and really, she wasn’t stupid enough to bother him now with her fears that things weren’t as fairy-tale perfect as she’d thought. But she wanted to see him, to wish him good luck. To tell him how much she loved him. That she could do, that she would do.
She got to her feet, only to have her mother grab at her hand, and shout, “Where are you going?”
“I want to wish Trey good luck,” she shouted back.
“Didn’t you do that already?”
She shook her head. “I couldn’t find him in the pits. I came straight up here.”
“That’s strange.” Her mother frowned.
Her father frowned, too. “Did you see Jeb?”
Cardin nodded. “Yeah, he was talking to Beau Stillwell and Tater.”
“But no Whip?” Eddie asked, both his voice and his expression taut.
Now Cardin was worried. “I’m sure he’s around somewhere. He is driving, right?”
Eddie stood. “I’ll walk on down to the pits with you. Make sure nothing’s gone wrong with the car.”
“Hey, you guys seen Whip?”
Cardin and Eddie both turned to see Tater climbing the stands toward them. Delta stood, too. “He’s not with Jeb?”
“Jeb hasn’t seen him. He’s staged and ready to go.” Tater gestured with one thumb over his shoulder. “But he’s out a driver.”
“No, he’s not,” Eddie said, pushing by Tater before Cardin or Delta could stop him.
“Eddie Worth! You are not driving that car,” Cardin’s mother called after him, scrambling to follow and offering apologies when she stepped on the feet of other seated fans.
Oh, God. Where could he be? What was wrong? Had something happened? Her heart pounding, Cardin shoved at Tater to hurry, and the two of them crawled over the gathering crowd, following her parents to the pits.
They found Jeb on his four-wheeler, White Lightning tethered behind him, queued up in the staging lanes, waiting his turn to race. Cardin, Tater, Eddie and Delta converged on him in a rush.
Jeb scowled from beneath the brim of his cowboy hat. “What the hell are you all doing down here?”
“You’re missing something, Dad,” Eddie said, walking along the side of the ATV. “Where’s Whip?”
Jeb shrugged. “I haven’t seen him, but he said he’ll be here, and I take that to mean that he will.”
“I’m going to grab my gear,” Eddie said, and turned.
Delta reached for his arm. “Eddie, no. You can’t race. Your leg. What if you wreck and can’t get out of the car?”
“If the boy wants to race, let him race,” Jeb said, climbing off the four-wheeler and stepping into the fray. “He knows his own limits.”
But Delta wasn’t having it. “I swear to you, Eddie Worth. If you get behind the wheel of that car, that’s it.”
“Mom!” Cardin yelled. “What are you saying?”
Delta crossed her arms, her posture defensive. “Your father’s trying to prove to his father than he’s worthy of being a Worth.”
Jeb and Eddie both turned on Delta, Eddie striking out first. “I’m not trying to prove anything, D. I’m only doing what I have to do.”
“And that right there proves my son is a better man than I’ll ever be,” Jeb said, his hand coming down hard on Eddie’s shoulder in a squeeze. “He’s the best Worth there’s ever been.”
As Eddie stood dumbstruck and Delta stood shaking her head, Cardin took a step away, looking off toward the cars and the crowd in the pits, and ignoring the drama her family seemed bent on stirring. Her stomach was a knot of emotion and nerves.
She should’ve known nothing she could do would get her parents back together; just look at them! They were only making progress if arguing counted as talking things out. Why Trey would ever want to marry into this madhouse was beyond her comprehension.
He’d be smart to run far far away. She turned to go, tears of sadness threatening to spill—and ran smack into Trey’s solid chest.
The relief overwhelmed her. She jumped up, yelped, then wrapped her arms around his neck. “Where have you been? Everybody’s been worried about you. I came to wish you good luck, and you weren’t here and my family’s going insane.”
Trey glanced over her head to where her family was still gesturing wildly. “You want to cut out of here and let your father drive?”
“You don’t know how much I want that. But, even more so, I don’t want him behind the wheel of Jeb’s car. Not going a hundred and fifty miles an hour and being unable to get out fast should he need to.”
“C’mon, then,” Trey said, pulling her with him. “Let’s make sure that doesn’t happen.”
“Where were you anyway?” she asked, as they hurried to catch up with Jeb.
“I left my boots at the house. I didn’t realize it until I was halfway here.” He smiled down at her, his dimples carved deep. “You didn’t want me to risk burning my toes, did you?”
She looped her arm through his. He felt so good at her side. “No, but a phone call would’ve been nice.”
“Yeah, well, about that,” he said. “Seems I left my BlackBerry’s charger in the Corley hauler. I’m outta juice until I pick up a new one.”
Cardin laughed. “I was wondering how you were going to fit in with the Worths.”
“And your verdict?”
“Perfectly. In an absent-minded way.” They slowed down as they reached the others, staying just out of earshot. “As my fiancé, I want you to know something.”
“What’s that?”
“If you’re not already crazy, my family’s going to make you that way. I mean, look at them.” She waved one hand, an encompassing gesture taking in the three people besides Trey she loved most in the world. “My mother not wanting my father to drive. My grandpa saying it’s up to Eddie, while being well aware of his son’s condition. And Eddie trying to prove God knows what to the both of them.”
“They’re all talking. Isn’t that what you wanted?”
“I keep telling myself that it is,” she said, leaning her head against his shoulder.
“Then I’d say your job here is done. Whatever happens with your family’s going to happen. Time to focus on you now.”
Trey’s comment brought her back to what she’d been thinking earlier, and she shared her chagrin. “I think all I have been doing is focusing on me. I haven’t been a very good fiancée.”
“What do you mean? You’re the best fiancée I’ve ever had.”
“I thought I was the only fiancée you’d ever had.”
“Oh, yeah. You are.”
She pulled back, thought about punching him, and instead cuddled close again—a display of affection for her benefit alone. “I know this is no time to talk, that you’ve got to get your head in the race, but I worry that we rushed into this and didn’t really think it through.”
“Which part did we rush into?” he asked, tucking his boots tighter beneath his arm. “Your fake engagement, or my real one?”
It wasn’t one or the other, it was the whole thing. “You came here to pack up your place and leave, and now you’re tying yourself to the town. To me. To my lovable but lunatic family.”
“Cardin, look at me,” he said, stepping in front of her, his knuckles beneath her chin nudging her head up, bringing her gaze to meet his. “I’m not tying myself to anybody or anything. Not in the way you’re making it sound. Making things official. Making them real…” He paused, brushing her bangs from her forehead. “That was my choice. My want. My need. I love you, Cardin. Being with you for the rest of my life is going to be an adventure. And I plan to enjoy every minute of it.”
He made her so happy. God, he made her happy. But she still had to know. “Even with my family butting in and wanting everything to go their way?”
“Hey, every good story needs some crazy sidekicks.”
She glanced toward her family, surprised to see things had calmed, and that all of them were looking at her—Jeb leaning on the four-wheeler seat, and her parents side by side, Eddie’s arm over Delta’s shoulders, Delta’s around his waist.
Crazy sidekicks just about covered it. Arguing one minute, loving the next. They made her smile.
Trey swatted her on the bottom. “I think they’re waiting for me.”
“They can wait another second or two.” She grabbed hold of both sides of his jacket, making sure she had his attention. “You go out there and win, Trey Davis. You forget everything except being safe and taking that car down the track as straight and as fast as you can.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said before dropping a hard kiss on her mouth, then jogging over to where Jeb and the others waited.
She followed more slowly, watching him snap on his neck brace, pull on his helmet and his gloves. He gave her a wink, most of his face hidden behind the protective gear, then climbed into the driver’s cage and fastened the harness that would keep him in his seat.
Eddie hopped on to the back of Jeb’s ATV and they advanced in the staging lanes. While Cardin and her mother rushed back to watch from behind the cement barrier separating the track from the stands, Trey rolled White Lightning into the burnout box.
Tater, acting as crew chief, stood in front of Trey on the track, using hand signals to guide him into the grooves left by the cars that had run before. The smell of scorched rubber that rose as the drivers spun their tires in water for traction left Cardin feeling as if she’d swallowed a charcoal briquette.
Trey eased the car forward, breaking the prestage beam, and the prestage bulbs lit up to indicate his distance to the starting line. Once his tires were positioned, the yellow stage lights on his side of the Christmas Tree lit up. The second driver did the same. With their crews out of the way, having given them the thumbs up, the two drivers revved their engines.
Cardin held her breath. The large amber lights flashed, followed by the green, and the cars blasted forward. The crowd around her roared, and Cardin slammed her hands over her ears as the cars exploded down the quarter mile track. Seconds later, the parachutes deployed, the drivers cut the engines, and the cars coasted to a stop.
She looked up the signs at the end of the track, saw that Trey had reached a speed of 158.02 miles per hour and run the quarter mile in 4.686 seconds—the best time of the night so far.
Cardin whooped and hollered, jumping up and down, waving her arms in the air. She watched as at the end of the track, Eddie and Jeb tethered White Lightning to the ATV and pulled it back to the pits.
Leaving her mother to follow, Cardin hurried from the barrier in front of the stands back to the pits to join them. She didn’t care about the numbers the remaining cars would post. She didn’t care if another car beat him. She just wanted to get to Trey.
By the time she reached him, his helmet was off, his jacket hanging open, and he was surrounded by autograph-seeking fans. Eddie and Jeb were already wrapped up discussing the car’s performance, and all Cardin had a care for was the man who had driven it.
She couldn’t wait to get him home.
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TREY DIDN’T WIN THE Moonshine Run. Artie Buell, the sheriff’s son, did. Though the loss stung, Trey hadn’t expected to come away with the best time of the night. He’d spent an afternoon under the Nova’s hood, but wasn’t familiar enough with the motor to test its limits.
He’d first agreed to drive because Jeb was Cardin’s grandfather, and at the time he’d been asked, he wasn’t above scoring points. Working with Jeb would put Trey closer to finding out the truth about the fight—or so had been his thinking at the time.
He’d decided to drive in the end because he missed racing. He really missed racing. The smells, the sounds, the feel of an engine firing. And because Jeb was still Cardin’s grandfather, and stepping up was a way to have everything he loved—two birds with one stone, and all that.
But, winning? Well, it just wasn’t in the cards. That didn’t make the Moonshine Run party any less fun. It did, however, make Artie Buell that much more annoying.
Leaning a shoulder into one of Headlights’ support columns while listening to the band playing from the corner stage, Trey watched Artie show off the trophy Jeb had reluctantly awarded him. If Trey had lost to anyone else, he doubted Jeb would’ve been so peeved at turning over the title, but it was no secret that he didn’t think much of the Buells.
Lifting the longneck he’d been toying with more than drinking, Trey turned his attention to the rest of the crowd, most who’d gathered to celebrate his and Cardin’s engagement more than the race. There was music, there was food, there was drink and all of it on Jeb’s tab.
To the right of the stage, where the picnic tables had been pushed aside, Eddie and Delta Worth were dancing as if they were the only people in the room…her eyes closed as she rested her head against his chest, his eyes cast down to where he stroked a hand over her hair. If they hadn’t already reconciled, it looked to Trey like they were headed down that road, and it was a good thing to see.
Wondering if Cardin was watching her parents, he sought her out, finding her near the ice house’s kitchen with Tater and Pammy Mercer, who’d gotten real cozy real quick the last hour. It appeared Tater had finished up his thing with Sandy, too. Trey had seen her tell Tater goodbye earlier with a kiss on the cheek, her fingers lingering on his before she’d walked out the door.
As he looked around at the crowd trying to make themselves heard above the band and the din of their own conversation, Trey was struck with the realization of how things had changed since he’d first arrived in Dahlia. Learning what fueled the fight between his father and Jeb Worth had let him finally forgive himself for not keeping in touch with his father.
But the biggest change was from admitting how much he loved Cardin. That he’d always loved her. That he always would. How he had done without her all this time, why it had taken him so long to figure things out…He raised his beer to his mouth and emptied the bottle, thinking he was one slow son of a bitch, and the luckiest one alive.
“It’s going to be hard for folks here to see Cardin go. Her own folks especially.”
Trey glanced to his side, and took in Jeb Worth standing there, his hands in the pockets of his suit pants, the tails of his western cut jacket flaring behind him. “I’m sure it will be.”
“They’ll understand, of course. They love their girl, and know being with you is what she wants. What makes her happy.”
Trey kept quiet as he’d learned to do with Jeb. The older man took his time getting around to his point. Even now, he rocked back on his bootheels as if it helped him order his words. “’Course, should you want to stay in Dahlia, I can think of a good reason.”
“What’s that?”
“Andrew Fisk has put the Speedway up for sale.”
Trey snorted, tossing his beer bottle in the garbage cans set aside for empties. “Like I can afford to buy that.”
“You can with a little help from Diamond Dutch Boyle.” Jeb pulled his right hand from his pocket and offered Trey an aged red velvet drawstring bag with the word “Hopscotch” in faded gold lettering across the front.
Trey hesitated. The bag was weighty, bulky, filled with what felt like marbles. Frowning, he opened it up and peered inside. Not marbles. Diamonds. Small, large, dozens, if not hundreds. “What the hell, Jeb?”
Jeb gave a brisk nod, went back to rocking on his heels. “I found ’em when I found the car. They were jammed in the casings of the Plymouth’s headlights.”
“You’ve had them all this time? And have never done anything with them?”
“Once in awhile I’ll head over to Knoxville, or ride up to Lexington, or even down to Huntsville and sell one if I’m running low on funds, but I’ve kept the biggest. Figured to put them to good use some day.”
“And buying the Dahlia Speedway is good use?”
“It is if it gives you and my granddaughter a way to make a living and a reason to stick around. Since they belonged to a gangster, I never saw the need to turn them over to their rightful owner. A law and order type might do just that, but I figure you using them to buy the Speedway works for the common good.”
Trey didn’t even know what to say. Since asking Cardin to marry him, he’d thought more than once about staying in Dahlia, settling down to raise a family where the two of them had grown up.
But giving up his crew chief position with the Corley team? Losing that connection to drag racing? Yet as owner of the Dahlia Speedway he wouldn’t have to lose the latter, and he could probably convince “Bad Dog” Butch to give the town a second chance.
“I’ll have to think about this. Talk to Cardin…” He tightened the bag’s drawstring, too stunned to finish the thought.
Jeb cleared his throat, his gaze cast down. “Did you do any thinking about what I told you the other day?”
Trey nodded. “I did.”
“And?”
It hadn’t been an easy decision to reach. Trey had turned over his options and weighed the possible outcomes more times than he could count. In the end, it had been Tater’s questions about justice and revenge that had made up his mind.
He didn’t want revenge, and justice wasn’t his to mete out. “I found what I came for, the cause of the fight. It’s not my place to turn you over to the authorities. The rights and wrongs here you’ll have to decide for yourself, and do what you need to accordingly.”
“Well, then,” Jeb said, taking a deep breath. “I’d best get this party started.” He brought a shaking hand down on Trey’s shoulder. “Thank you.”
“Thank you.” Trey bounced the bag on his palm before tucking it into his pocket, then headed for the tub of iced longnecks. He needed another beer, needed to talk to Cardin, and had just pried off the bottle cap when Jeb slashed his finger across his throat to stop the band.
The music wound down, and the crowd hushed, turning as one to face the stage. Jeb settled his hat before speaking, his gaze sweeping from one side of the ice house to the other. “Tonight was supposed to be about celebrating Whip Davis driving White Lightning to a win in the Moonshine Run. But we’ve got something even better to celebrate—”
“Since Whip didn’t win,” came a heckle from Artie Buell’s corner.
Jeb ignored the outburst. “Tonight, we celebrate the best news this old man has had in awhile. Whip, come on up here. And where’s Cardin? Eddie? You and Delta, too.”
The crowd applauded as Trey made his way to the stage, shaking Jeb’s hand but staying on the main floor and waiting for Cardin. She came behind her parents who were holding hands, peeking at him over her mother’s shoulder, and grinning.
Finally she was beside him, and he kept her there with an arm around her waist and a quick kiss she couldn’t escape. Tears welled in Delta’s eyes, and Eddie’s weren’t much drier. When Trey looked up at Jeb, he saw a man content at last, a feeling the two of them shared.
“For any of you dumb enough not to know why we’re really here, let me tell you. Whip Davis is engaged to marry my granddaughter Cardin.” Cheers rose from all corners, along with whistles, whoops, hoots and hollers.
It took Jeb a good three minutes to quiet the room. “I can’t think of a man I’d rather welcome to the family, or one better suited to being my grandson-in-law. Now, let’s do some dancing and some drinking and turn this shindig into a party worthy of Dahlia, Tennessee!”
The raucous cacophony started up before Jeb even got off the stage. The band began playing “I Fooled Around And Fell In Love,” the singer crooning how he’d gone through a million girls, but since meeting his baby, that love had him in its hold. For Trey, it sure as hell did, and he wouldn’t have it any other way.
Cardin looked stunning. Her hair was down from the ponytail she usually wore, her fringed bangs as dark and thick as her eyelashes. He didn’t think he’d ever seen her in a dress, and this one was pure temptation, her waist cinched in with what looked like a cummerbund between the beaded halter top and the skirt that flowed around her knees.
When she looped her arms around his neck and pressed her body to his, he swore there hadn’t been a more perfect moment in his life. He didn’t even care how cheesy it sounded. He was a man in love.
“You clean up nice,” she told him, nuzzling his tie where it lay in the center of his chest.
He wanted to groan. So he did. “You clean up so nice, I can’t think of anything that’s not dirty.”
“Trey! We’re on a dance floor. In public. I’m not sure this is the time and place for dirty.”
“There’s a Dumpster out back.”
She giggled. “There’s also an office. With a door that locks.”
He wondered how fast they could get there. “If you keep up the teasing, I’m going to need the walk-in cooler.”
“We can’t do that,” she said, swaying with him side to side. “We’d melt everything.”
“I wasn’t going to take you with me.”
“Uh-huh.” She gave the reprimand with a laugh and a shake of her head. “From now on, you’ll be taking me everywhere you go.”
Now was as good a time as any…“What if we just stay here?”
“Dancing?”
“In Dahlia.”
She slowed, frowned, her dark brows coming down in a V. “What’re you talking about?”
They needed privacy for this conversation. “I’ll show you. If you show me.”
“Show you what?”
“Where the office with the locking door is.”
“We can’t…do that here. Not now. This is our party. People expect us to be here.”
“We’re not going to do that here. Now. We can do it here later, but this is something else.”
She gave in, letting him dance them to the corner nearest the service window. When the singer stopped to introduce the musicians behind him, Cardin grabbed Trey’s hand, and ducked into the hallway that ran between the kitchen and the restrooms, then through the office door.
She closed it, and leaned against it, breathing as if she’d just run a marathon. “Now, tell me what you’re talking about. Wouldn’t staying here keep you from working with Corley Motors? And wouldn’t that make ‘Bad Dog’…mad?”
Trey moved to stand between her and the desk. “Your grandfather told me that the Dahlia Speedway is up for sale.”
“And he’s going to buy it?”
This was where it got good. “He wants me to buy it.”
“You have that kind of money? I’m marrying a wealthy man?”
“You are now,” he said, and pulled the bag Jeb had given him from his pocket. “You know the speculation about how Diamond Dutch Boyle got his name?”
Cardin walked closer as he loosened the drawstring, watching as he poured out the diamonds in the middle of her mother’s desk.
She gasped, quickly covering her mouth with one hand as if she feared the sound would give away their secret. “Jeb had the gangster’s diamonds? All these years?”
“Yep. He said they were hidden in the car’s headlights.”
“And he gave them to us?”
“He did. There’s no way to find out or prove who they ever belonged to, so…” Trey shrugged. “Finders keepers.”
Cardin finally looked at him, her eyes twinkling, her voice soft and low. “We could do anything with that money, Trey. We could probably live off of it for the rest of our lives. We could go anywhere.”
He nodded. “Or we could stay right here. We could look into buying the Speedway. It would give me something to do every day before I came home every night to you.”
She looked back at the diamonds, shaking her head, her hands on her cheeks, then her heart. “You know, Tater would be thrilled to have you stay here.”
“And your parents would be thrilled to have you stay here.”
“Is that what you want to do? Buy the Speedway?”
“We don’t have to decide tonight, though there is something we should do while we’re here.”
“No way,” she said, pulling the visitor chair between them, using it as a barrier the way she’d used the trash can the other day. “I’m not having sex with you in my mother’s office.”
“I wasn’t thinking about sex. Well, I was thinking about sex,” he said, moving the chair out of the way and reaching for her hand. “But mostly I was thinking we should pick out a diamond for your ring.”
“My ring?” She echoed his words, let him pull her close.
He tucked her hair behind her ear, trailed his fingers along her jaw, loving the feel of her skin. He would never tire of touching her. “I wasn’t exactly prepared when I proposed. I didn’t even offer you a cigar band or a soda can pull top.”
“You offered me yourself, Trey Davis. You told me that you loved me. You’re the only thing I need, the only man I’ve ever wanted, or loved,” she said, throwing her arms around his neck and kissing him, sliding her tongue into his mouth as soon as her lips met his.
Minutes later, she was the one who suggested they have sex in her mother’s office.
He didn’t say no.
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1

HER SISTER forced her to commit a felony.
Allison Carpenter—Allie—bent down to pick her twin sister’s lock, blocking the door with her body. It was a good thing she’d dated a locksmith, a relationship her sister had thought was rather a waste of Allie’s time. But, lookee here—it came in quite handy. Besides, he was a fun guy.
“If we go to jail…” Jason warned. Jason Kyoto was Allie’s assistant and today her partner in crime. He was Japanese and had one of those simply gorgeous faces, full lips, high cheekbones, smooth olive skin. His deep black hair streaked with red was long and full around his face and cut in a choppy style. With his simply dreamy almond-shaped eyes and a tight, well-muscled, broad-shouldered body it was no surprise women were unable to look away from him.
“Designing the perfect room is worth a little jail time. Although, if we get arrested, remind me to talk to the warden about those hideous orange jumpsuits. Orange just isn’t a good color on me.” She turned and flashed him an easy smile. “You know you’re having fun. Who got me the lock picks?”
Jason rolled his eyes. “You’re right. You suck me in every time, and I do have fun.”
When Allie had mentioned to him that she needed to pick her sister’s lock, Jason hadn’t missed a beat. He’d shown up with the exact tools she’d needed. Allie didn’t ask questions. Where a gay guy with an impeccable fashion sense had gotten lock picks was beyond Allie.
She’d solidified her plan the last time she’d visited her twin sister and faced the barren rooms. They’d had to sit on the floor, picnic-style, her sister lamenting about not having time to furnish her apartment, let alone decorate it.
Allie knew her sister was in sales, but it did seem strange to her that after all this time, her sister hadn’t made time to buy at least a couch.
Allie operated her own design business, Allison Carpenter Designs, and had decided then that she would decorate the apartment for her sister on their birthday, but it had to remain a secret. Her sister had said she would be gone two full weeks and Allie expected her back today. Allie knew for sure because she’d talked to Callie last week.
She paused in her lock-picking when “the feeling” came over her. For a week now, she’d been getting this sense that all wasn’t well with Callie. She’d tried to call her sister several times, but without any luck. Allie would have worried more, if it weren’t for the fact that “the feeling” could mean anything from a bad-hair day to a break-up.
Actually, she should have had her sister’s apartment done days ago. She was thankful for the huge job she’d started in LA for up-and-coming “It Girl,” Lily Walden, daughter of U.S. Senator Marion Walden. An It Girl required a lot of attention, much more time than Allie had budgeted. Now Allie was going to have to work like mad to get everything done. But it would be worth it when Callie walked through the door and Allie yelled, “Surprise!”
Allie meant to talk her sister into giving her a key. It wasn’t that Allie hadn’t made the attempt in the past, but her sister’s reluctance to hand out her key was strange, perhaps a throwback to the days when they had to share everything. Or maybe her sister was just being proprietary.
“Hurry up, Allie. I feel completely exposed here,” Jason muttered at her right shoulder.
“Hi, Callie. Are you having a problem with your lock?” asked a pretty woman with dark chestnut hair.
“No, just dropped my keys,” Allie said with a full smile. It had been fun in the past to pose as her sister. It was still fun.
“Hi, I’m Mandy,” the brunette said to Jason.
Jason looked at her blankly until Allie nudged him.
“Oh, hi, doll. It’s a pleasure. I’m sure.”
He took Allie’s cue to pull the girl aside while Allie did some more breaking and entering. She smiled when the lock clicked open and she entered the apartment.
Jason extricated himself from the young woman and followed Allie, closing the door behind him. “You have nerve, lady. I’ll give you that,” Jason said, taking a look around.
“That’s me—nervy. Although, when I was teaching sky-diving, my mother called me flighty. Of course that was my third job in six months.”
Jason laughed. “Flighty, Allie? That’s lame.”
“No comment from the peanut gallery, thanks. Let’s get a move on.” Allie smiled as he walked from the living room into the kitchen.
“You know that leaping before you look can be dangerous. Remember what happened when you tried to mix plaids with floral for Mrs. Jamison.”
Allie winced. “That was an error in judgment, I’ll agree. But it turned out fine because the floral worked beautifully in her sunroom.”
“You always seem to land on your feet.” Jason examined the room and frowned. “This apartment sure needs to be done. Does your sister really live here?”
“Yes. She’s a sales rep and is always on the go. She claims she doesn’t have time to decorate.”
“Perish the thought,” Jason said wryly.
“Let’s get started. We don’t have time for chitchat.”
Jason winked and pulled out his cell phone.
 
IN A HAZE OF waking, Allie heard the door close. Night had come and she realized she’d fallen asleep in Callie’s bed. “Jason? Is that you?” she called.
“It has been some time since we’ve seen each other…your new lover?”
If Allie hadn’t been reclining on the bed, she would have fallen to the floor. Yowza, this man was simply gorgeous! The last thing she’d expected after spending almost sixteen hours decorating her sister’s apartment was a tall, dark and handsome man dressed in black jeans, black shirt and a leather jacket leaning impudently on the bedroom door frame, his eyes moving over her as though he knew her.
He probably did—her sister, that is.
Time to have a little innocent fun.
“Jason and I have been together for a while, but no one could replace you.”
A lazy, seductive grin curved his lips. “I bet you say that to all the guys.”
“How did you get in?” Allie asked.
“I knocked a couple of times and then tried the door. It was open. We’ve been friends a long time. How is it that we never hooked up?”
His pose was all arrogant, self-assured male, like he had every right to be there. His thick, midnight-black hair was mussed, dark stubble lined his jaw, and his blue eyes were bright and seductive against all the sinful black he wore. His thumbs were hooked into the belt loops on his jeans, and his booted feet were crossed, giving the impression that he didn’t have a care in the world.
“I don’t know. Maybe you’re not my type or I’m just not attracted to cocky, macho guys.” She giggled inside. How long would it be before he realized she wasn’t Callie? They had played this game at their prom and it’d taken their dates half the night to discover they had been duped.
He pushed off the doorjamb and sauntered over to the bed. “True, there wasn’t much chemistry—then.” He studied her. “There’s something very different about you now. Something softer, more open. Have you changed your tough ways?”
“No. I’m just as tough as I ever was.” Allie had to laugh at that, too. The toughest thing she’d done lately was demand more whipped cream on her mocha latte.
“You look great, by the way.”
“I bet you say that to all the gals.”
A fond, almost wistful smile softened his masculine features. Those blue eyes were like tractor beams, drawing her attention to him. Up to this point, this was merely a game to Allie, the how-long-can-I-fool-him game. But she couldn’t look away. Her body grew very still. Her pulse picked up speed and, too late, warning bells went off inside her fogged brain. As had happened in the past, fun and games sometimes backfired. She should come clean right now. This look-before-she-leapt attitude is what got her in trouble.
She had to wonder why Callie had never told her about this guy. Maybe because he’d said they were just friends. Still, he was worth talking about.
But then he graced her with a bone-melting smile that kicked up her pulse yet another notch and drowned out her good intentions.
He leaned down and whispered in her ear, “Oh, babe, you’re not at all like the other gals.”
This close to him, she was overwhelmed by the latent power he exuded, could feel the raw eroticism of his hot mouth so close to her tingling flesh. Could feel her body respond instinctively to that intense awareness sizzling between them.
She opened her mouth to tell him she wasn’t Callie. Smoothly, without warning, he slid on top of her with stealth and grace that left her almost as breathless as she’d been with his mouth near her skin.
So this was pure, unadulterated lust, she thought with amazement…and it felt so good, so thrilling and exciting and forbidden, she wanted to drown in the sensation.
Then his words registered. “I think, with chemistry, it’s all about the mix,” she said, giving him a very obscure clue that he wasn’t dealing with her sister. In a heartbeat, everything changed. He would never know it wasn’t Callie, and Allie could find out where these wonderful sensations would take her. There wasn’t anything wrong with a kiss. Was there?
“I do have to admit, there is something…different about you.” His eyes zeroed in on her mouth like a heat-seeking missile, and then they started to glaze over.
The kiss was carnal from the first. Not rough, not aggressive, but hot. Burning hot. Wholly sexual. Warm, soft lips meeting hers, open, inviting, offering. He traced his tongue slowly around the inner edge of her mouth, and then slipped his tongue deeper, probing and exploring. Allie tried to catch her breath and caught his instead, hot and flavored with the taste of cinnamon.
The heat flowed down over her, followed by the man’s hands. He ran his palms over her arms, chasing shivers, setting off new ones, sliding lower. Desire swelled inside her, pushing aside sanity, blazing a trail for more instinctive responses. She arched against him, losing herself in the kiss, in the moment. She tangled her hands in the silken strands of his hair and slanted her mouth across his as needs lying dormant emerged. His hands slid underneath her buttocks, kneading, stroking. He caught the hem of her skirt, his big hand warm on her thigh.
Allie felt dizzy, as if she were tumbling through space.
Then his fingers pushed aside her underwear and Allie’s world narrowed down to the exquisite sensation. He kissed her with hunger as if he, too, had lost all control.
He swore, low and breathless against her mouth, and when he tried to move his hand away, Allie protested.
She felt on the verge of spiraling apart, her body quaking with need and her inner muscles contracting. She heard herself whimper. Without thinking, she grabbed handfuls of his hair, arched into his skillful, decadent mouth and begged.
He teased that taut knot of nerves and Allie came on a shuddering, mind-bending orgasm that seemed to go on and on and on. The pleasure that shot through her was sharp and riveting and left her panting but amazingly far from sated.
He lifted his head and stared down into her eyes, puzzled and wary. “That wasn’t supposed to happen.”
Before Allie could utter a word, a sweet-smelling cloth came down over her nose and mouth. As her eyes dimmed, she thought she saw regret in the man’s soulful eyes.
 
ALLIE CAME AWAKE slowly, as if it was one of those lazy Sunday mornings. There was a sickly sweet taste still in her mouth. Chloroform? The things she had done were coming back to her in bits and pieces, like a jumbled-up puzzle. She let them fall through her mind and lock into place, giving her the framework of what had happened.
She’d had an orgasm with a complete stranger, a man who was close to her sister.
With a start, she jerked to full wakefulness and found herself in a cold, sterile white room with one-way glass on one wall and a small metal table between her and the only door in the room. She closed her eyes and groaned since the light made her head ache. She opened them again, thinking it looked like an interrogation room. She shifted in her chair. Metal clanged against metal. She was handcuffed, both wrists behind her back.
This could not be good.
A wisp of panic worked its way into her like a slim, deadly stiletto. She shifted in the chair again, pulling at the handcuffs. There had been some kind of mistake. She’d only broken in to her sister’s apartment, hardly a dangerous crime. Then the fog cleared in her brain. The man must have mistaken her for Callie. Was Callie in trouble?
If she told them she wasn’t Callie, they would let her go. They would let her go, whoever “they” were. What kind of trouble was her sister in exactly? The wisp of panic became a large serrated knife.
She took a deep breath. There was no doubt in her mind that the man who was Callie’s friend was a highly trained professional. But was he a cop or one of the bad guys? She shivered at the thought. She’d never been with a dangerous man and the thrill of it touched off vibrations inside her.
The truth had been in every move he’d made. She’d been too much into her game to see the warning signs. She must learn to listen to her head. She bet he was used to thinking fast on his feet, taking action and coming out on top.
Nevertheless, when they discovered the truth, they would let her go. She could take a cab back to her own apartment. Well, hell. She couldn’t catch a cab. She had no purse, no credit card, no money, no identification. No keys to her apartment or business. No cell phone. No brains, too, since she’d gotten herself into such a fix, and had no clue as to what to do next.
Her sister would say that was typical of her.
Another Allie story to add to the ones already told at family gatherings. How did she get herself into these predicaments? They happened to her too frequently. It wasn’t as if she sat around, thinking of ways she could get into trouble.
The door opened and the man who had seduced her with his eyes and that sensuous mouth walked into the room. Even in her precarious position, she couldn’t help noticing the way his dark hair fell over his forehead, and her fingers twitched against the handcuffs as if to brush at it.
He was dressed totally different now. He wore a tight-fitting blue shirt with an empty gun holster strapped around his chest, outlining in relief his thick muscles, dark dress slacks that molded to his powerfully built thighs and shiny black shoes.
He was carrying a manila folder and he slammed it down on the small table between them.
“It’s not nice to bug out on Watchdog, Callie. They’re depending on you.”
Allie was too dumbfounded to say a word.
At her silence, he continued, “Everyone has a price, Callie. What’s the going rate for selling out your country these days?”
“Price?” Allie squeaked.
He came around the table and jerked the chair around. “Everyone has a price. What did he offer you to disappear?”
“Can I have something to drink? I’m really thirsty.”
“No. The Callie I knew would die before she betrayed her country.”
“I’m not Callie.”
“And I’m Mickey Mouse.”
“How’s Minnie?”
He released the arms of the chair and turned away, but not before she saw the flash of amusement in his eyes.
“I’m Callie’s sister. Her twin. I’m an interior designer. It’s our birthday today. At least I think it still is today. Is it?”
“No. That was yesterday.”
“Well, happy birthday to me. No cake, no ice cream. My present was to get kidnapped. Meanwhile, my sister gets an apartment makeover. I’d say it wasn’t a very good deal. What I don’t know is who you are.”
“Did the chloroform addle your brain? You know who I am. Why decorate your decoy apartment?”
“Decoy apartment? Great. I’ve just busted my butt decorating an apartment that my sister doesn’t even live in. The only people who’ll get any benefit out of it are scary guys like you. And let’s face it—you’re probably not going to appreciate my butterscotch throw pillows.”
He snorted. “Callie, this act isn’t going to work.”
“It’s not an act, and I’m not Callie.”
“Sure you’re not,” he said, but his tone sounded as if he wasn’t quite sure. “And I’m not Drew. And you’re not an operative working for a top-secret agency affiliated with Homeland Security called Watchdog. And you have no agreement to work for Watchdog in an undercover setup called Operation Meltdown as an arms dealer to broker a buy for a load of automatic weapons with the Ghost, one of the most notorious and elusive arms suppliers in the world. And we don’t have plans to sting him here in LA in one week, and you won’t be playing a crucial role. See, without you, babe, there can be no buy and no arrest.”
He paused, but Allie didn’t say a word. She was just too stunned to respond.
“This is all hard to believe, Callie. Watchdog was formed just about six months ago. You remember, because six months ago, you left the CIA to join Watchdog at the request of the President of the United States.”
Allie swallowed. This was bad, worse than she’d first thought. She’d really stepped in it this time, her and her twin game. It explained everything—her sister’s secrecy about her job, her barren apartment, her refusal to give Allie a key, her long business trips. Like their brother, Max, who’d joined the FBI, Callie had become a secret agent, the if-I-tell-you-I’ll-have-to-kill-you kind. “Oh, damn, my sister is Sydney Bristow.”
“What?”
“A government agent. And I’m not her. I swear. I’m her twin sister, Allie.”
“That’s good. Callie and Allie.”
“It’s true. Her real name is Carolyn and mine is Allison. It’s our cutesy-twinsy nicknames. Is twinsy even a word?”
He shrugged.
“Anyway, we’re identical twins. I’m not lying. I was in the wrong bed at the wrong time. You’ve totally kidnapped the wrong woman.”
“I’m not fond of playing games,” Drew said, once again placing his hands on either side of her chair. “Have you gone over to the other side?”
“Yes,” Allie said, “I’ve gone over to the other side, all right.”
Drew leaned in closer, his eyes narrowing.
“The Twilight Zone. Have you got Rod Serling out in the hall? Is he going to come in at any minute?”
He sighed. “I’m not amused, and the games have to stop.”
Allie didn’t flinch as she was sure he expected her to. “That’s really interesting coming from some government spook who does that particular thing for a living.”
“I’m not a spook. I don’t work for the CIA.”
“Who do you work for?”
“I work for myself. I’m a freelance operative hired to bring you in. Watchdog has strict orders about their agents, Callie. You neglected to call in at your designated time.”
“If you’re not affiliated with an agency, then that makes you a mercenary. They hired a mercenary to go after my sister? Why?”
“You know why, Callie.”
“If I was Callie, I might, but I’m not. Why don’t you enlighten me?”
“Okay, I’ll play along. You haven’t checked in to Watchdog for seventy-two hours.”
“So, she’s out past curfew?”
“Something like that.”
“You have strict rules in the spying business, huh?”
“Look, you know as well as I do that all operatives must report in every seventy-two hours, especially when they’re as deep under cover as you are.”
“What exactly has my sister gotten herself into? What is Watchdog anyway?”
Drew gave her a long-suffering look, but Allie tilted her head, signaling she wasn’t going to settle for anything less than a description.
“Watchdog was formed by the President of the United States as a branch of the office of Homeland Security. It employs a black-ops force to conduct undercover operations to apprehend persons of direct threat to the United States, to track and seize import of high-threat weapons, including weapons of mass destruction, missiles, automatic firearms and biological weapons, and to assist other agencies as needed.”
“Then, pal, you’d better make sure that I sign something when I leave here because you’ve just told someone without a security clearance about a secret organization that she doesn’t want to know about. I liked it much better when the only covert stuff I knew was written in my pretty pink diary. I’d much rather live vicariously through my ass-kicking heroines.”
His expression never changed. Had Allie found herself up against someone she couldn’t charm? The man was good. Really good. He did this for a living, after all. He’d better be good at it. And speaking of good, the scent of him was intoxicating, and each time he leaned in like that, it only made her want to move forward, not back.
She leaned closer, whisper-close, so close she could feel the heat of his skin, see the unique golden rim of color around his irises. She lowered her voice, so that whoever was listening on the other side of that one-way glass couldn’t hear. “Is that supposed to intimidate me? Considering what happened in my sister’s bed, I have to tell you that you’re only turning me on and your hands, they’re very skilled.”
“I was hired to bring you in for questioning, not…That was a lapse in judgment.”
“That was a very powerful orgasm. It was wonderful.”
“This is a serious matter, Callie,” he said, but he moved away, glancing over his shoulder toward the glass.
“How many times do I have to tell you I’m not Callie? I’m sure you’ve pretended to be someone else in your line of work. I do it for fun. Twins do it all the time.”
While he was checking out the situation, Allie’s gaze drifted to the tousled length of his dark hair, the short dark lines of his eyebrows, to the hard, wide curve of his jaw. He was the ultimate American James Bond all wrapped up in a corded muscle-and-testosterone-honed-to-a-razor’s-edge package. The only remotely soft-looking thing about him was the slight fullness of his lower lip. It fascinated her, the one provocative feature in a face that could easily have been described as tough.
And he’d kissed her and made her come.
She went to move her hands and the handcuffs jangled. “Look, could you take these things off? I left my deadly martial arts moves in my other purse.”
His eyes narrowed again. Geez, this guy needed to grow a sense of humor.
“I’m not dangerous.” She crossed her legs. “The only concealed weapon I carry is my color wheel. I’ve never used it to kill a client, but, oh, I’ve wanted to use it like a ninja throwing star at times.”
“Are you for real?”
The barb hurt and she stared straight at him. “Apparently you’ve never seen real before.”
For the first time since he’d walked in the room, he reacted, his eyes widening slightly.
“Really, thank you for inviting me to this shindig, but it sucks. Can I go home now?”
Without a word, he pivoted on his heel and left the room.
This experience was certainly zooming to the top of her crazy list. Her family wouldn’t believe it even if she told them. But, of course, she wouldn’t. That would be just one more ditzy Allie story they could add to their arsenal.
 
“IS SHE Callie Carpenter?” Mark Murdock, Deputy Director of Watchdog folded his arms across his chest, a gesture that signaled he wasn’t happy with the situation.
Had it only been forty-eight hours ago that Drew had been hired to track down Callie Carpenter and bring her in?
Drew Miller sighed. How could he have been so wrong? The moment he’d looked deep into those baby blues, he’d seen a vulnerability that Callie would never have revealed to anyone, even undercover. “No. She’s not Callie. Let me see that file.” Drew all but snatched the manila folder out of the hands of the agent standing next to Mark. “There’s nothing here about her having a sister.”
“Maybe it is Callie and she’s playing us,” Mark said.
“She looks like Callie and she pretended to be Callie. Twins do it all the time, she said.”
“Where’s Callie, then? We’re in deep trouble here without her.”
“Maybe you’d better try to find out?” Drew said.
 
DREW STOOD at the one-way glass in the small viewing room, staring at nothing. An hour had passed while Mark and the Keystone Cops tried to locate Callie. Drew had only worked with her on and off for years, and he remembered her to be very, very good at her job. His eyes rested on the face of Callie’s agitated sister. For her sake, he hoped Callie wasn’t dead.
The door to the viewing room opened and Mark stepped inside.
“She’s in intensive care at Pitie-Salpetriere Hospital. She never left Paris. She was hit by a car three days ago while jogging. It took me some time to get information out of the French. We’ve sent agents to Paris to secure her and bring her home.
“Son of a bitch. She was protecting her sister. So typically Callie,” Drew said.
“Callie’s hard to read,” Mark said. “But she’s an amazing operative. While in Paris taking down French arms dealer Charles Girard, believed to be conspiring with a state-department official, she caught a break and was introduced to Jammer. He works for the Ghost. It’s the first contact we’ve had with the Ghost’s organization. Watch-dog considers the Ghost one of the biggest threats to national security. We’ve been broadcasting for some time that Gina Callahan can get her hands on any kind of weapon. Jammer wants a boatload of AK-47 machine guns and Callie made a deal with him to deliver these guns to him in LA in one week. She related that much information to us when she checked in three days ago.”
Mark moved next to Drew at the one-way glass. “She didn’t go over to the other side like we thought. It could have been worse. She could have ended up in the morgue. We still have a shot at the Ghost.”
“What’s the bad news?”
“Callie has been injured. She has a severe concussion, causing disorientation after the accident. She didn’t call because she didn’t have a secure line and she didn’t know who to trust. She’s got soft-tissue damage and a broken wrist. Otherwise, she’s okay. It could have been worse,” Mark said. He rubbed at his temples and squeezed his eyes tightly shut.
Drew felt the same headache coming on. They’d had a word for this in the Rangers, but Drew kept it to himself as he turned, thinking about Allie’s plea for him to remove the cuffs. He couldn’t imagine what the unforgiving metal was doing to the tender skin of her soft wrists.
He also remembered how soft her mouth had been, the skin between her thighs, and the whisper of her breath as she tried to breathe around her growing orgasm.
Dammit. He should have known she wasn’t Callie. Allie dressed like a modern-day Audrey Hepburn and Callie was much more edgy, that’s why the Gina Callahan persona fit her so well.
He was trying to remain emotionally disengaged here, but remembering Allie’s reaction to his hands, his mouth and the pure, raw pleasure on her face didn’t help. He prided himself on his cutthroat abilities. But when she’d crossed her legs in there, his eyes had riveted to the curve of silky thigh beneath the demure skirt she wore.
That was a first.
Getting a hard-on in interrogation.
Way to be professional.
He was absolutely positive this was a step down the road to disaster, a real shit-for-brains idea. He’d had no intention of touching Callie like that, but his attraction, his need for the woman on the bed had overwhelmed him. All she had done was given him the chance he’d wanted. He’d be lying if he said a small, yet totally irresponsible, part of him was hoping for more.
“I’d better get Ms. Carpenter out of those handcuffs, apologize and send her home.”
“Wait just a minute. It’s crunch time and I have an idea.”
Drew didn’t like the look in Mark’s eyes as he stared at Allie through the glass. It was the look of a predator catching sight of its prey.
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“SHE’S UNTRAINED.”
“Even monkeys can be trained. She looks just like Callie. We don’t have a choice. If you train her…”
“You hired me to capture Callie. We made no agreement about her. No way. I’m not putting Allie’s life, my life and the lives of others at risk. Find someone else with a death wish.”
Drew headed down the hall, his steps beating hard along with his heart.
“Miller!” Mark shouted.
Drew ignored him. It was suicide to put this woman undercover. He wanted no part of it. At least, the rational part of him wanted no part of it. As he walked, he couldn’t seem to get the feel of her skin off his mind. The soft sounds she made; her warmth and zany sense of humor. Mark should just cut his losses and wait until Callie was well enough to continue with her undercover operation. There would be another chance at the Ghost.
He paused before a set of the glass doors to the FBI Headquarters, a high rise on Wilshire Boulevard called the Westwood Building. His rational and irrational parts fought with one another. Finally, he shoved one of the doors open and stepped out. Too dangerous. His interest in this woman was much too dangerous for him to take a chance. Distance had always served him well and in this instance, he needed to get far, far away.
 
“ME?” Allie gaped. “You want me to fill in for my sister?” The shock of being told that Callie was in a Paris hospital after being injured in a hit and run had not had time to wear off before she was being told that Watchdog wanted her to replace her sister. With nonchalance, the man had told Allie to call him Mark, as if they were study buddies.
“I’m not a secret agent. I decorate. Homes. Out in the open where everyone can see me. I use my own name. I wouldn’t know the first thing about going undercover.”
“We will give you a crash course in what you need to know. Leave that up to us.”
The door to the interrogation room opened and her kidnapper stepped inside. Allie caught her breath at the sight of him. He always made her feel as if there wasn’t enough oxygen in the room.
Mark turned and looked at Drew. “Changed your mind?”
“I still think it’s an insane idea, but if it’s going to happen, I want to run it.” He turned to Allie. “I’m Drew Miller.”
“Good…” Mark said.
“Wait, not so fast.” Drew walked up to him. “I have demands.” His hard profile brooked no opposition as his un-blinking eyes met Mark’s.
Mark stared at Drew and Allie got the feeling he was completely relieved that Drew had shown up.
“What are your demands?”
“I pick my team. I decide how to train her.”
Again he didn’t blink, just held Mark’s stare. Drew’s eyes were fixed and unrelenting. A shiver of alarm raced down Allie’s spine and almost stopped her heart cold. This was too damn real: her sister, her abduction, her in the middle of this crazy mess.
The sound of the door opening brought all eyes to it. A woman with an artful messy mop of auburn hair that looked as if she’d just rolled out of bed or stepped off a fashion shoot stepped through. Five feet eight inches of gloss and curves in a black pencil skirt, stark white lace shirt that clung to her and a vest decorated in multihued curlicues of the color wheel. And her shoes, Allie sighed with envy at the patent-leather Mary Jane Blahniks.
“Mark, give Drew what he wants, when he wants it, and in whatever capacity he wants it.” Her voice was husky and melodious, but authoritative.
“Director Santiago,” Mark said with reverence in his voice.
The woman looked at Allie with striking amber eyes. “She would have fooled even me, Drew. She’s the spitting image of Callie.”
“Gillian, where do you stash your gun in that getup?” Drew asked.
She smiled. “That’s my little secret.” She walked over to him and put her hand on his shoulder. “Why can’t I convince you to work for me?”
“Then I couldn’t tell you to go to hell right to your face.”
She laughed. A soft, gorgeous sound that made Allie wish her laugh could garner the attention the men in the room were paying the stunning redhead.
“I hear that congratulations are in order. I hope to get to meet Mr. Santiago.”
“Esai. I hope so. He’s also out of the field and riding a desk like me. That’s what we get for uncovering a major threat to the country.” Gillian’s face turned serious. “The President has made it quite clear to me that the Ghost is to be apprehended at all costs. When Watchdog was formed, the Ghost went on the most-wanted list. Now that he’s vying for the position of Eduardo Fuentes’s new arms dealer, anything we can do to disrupt Fuentes’s operation is authorized. We’re working on this in tandem with the DEA. Do you think this woman can do the job?”
“In the time frame you’ve given me…maybe.”
Allie was used to skepticism, used to people dismissing her and not seeing her strengths. That was okay, she could deal with that. But at this moment, she was tired, her head hurt and she was being talked about as if she wasn’t standing here.
This could be a grand adventure for her to expand herself, learn something new and help her sister and the government out. The danger part was daunting, but with trained professionals on her side she could do it. Just because this was a side of life she had never been exposed to nor had even thought about short of a movie thriller didn’t mean she couldn’t handle it.
She’d prove to her sister and to her family that she wasn’t as ludicrous as they all thought she was. She could be as serious as her sister. All she had to do was put her mind to it. She wasn’t without skills. Persuading a client to trust her with fuchsia in their house took talent. “I haven’t yet agreed to do this,” Allie piped in, rubbing at her wrists.
“You aren’t even remotely qualified to do this. It’s a suicide mission.”
“Then why did you agree to train me?”
“Watchdog is going through with this plan with or without me. You might have half a chance at survival if I train you.”
She hoped he was as good as Watchdog thought he was. She was completely out of her element. “I can understand why you don’t have much faith in me.”
“Faith has nothing to do with it. It has to do with skill and expertise. This isn’t going to be as easy as matching chairs and a sofa.”
She raised her chin and said, “That, actually, can be very difficult.”
“But the furniture isn’t trying to kill you,” the director said.
“That’s true. It’s not.”
“You’re putting a civilian in danger and glossing it over like it’s a walk in the park. I think if Allie is going to do this job, you should be straightforward with her about what she’s getting herself into.”
“Mark, Drew is right,” Gillian said. “Drew, she’s in your hands.”
Drew turned to Allie. “All we’re missing is your answer, Allie. But before you agree, I want to make sure you understand that this is very dangerous. Lose-your-life dangerous.”
“Will you be with me every step of the way?”
“I will. I promise. Are you in or out?”
Her stomach knotted with tension. She thought about her sister’s hard work, the stake the government had in the operation already, and the chance to make a difference. “I’m in.”
“Do you require backup, Drew?” Gillian asked.
Without taking his unnerving gaze off her, he said, “Thad Michaels, Leila Mendez and Damian Frost. I’ll also need the file on Gina Callahan, Callie’s undercover persona and any other intel you deem useful.” He finally turned his gaze away from her and Allie felt as if she’d been released from a choke-hold.
“Done.” Gillian smiled. “One of these days, I’ll convince you to work for Watchdog, Drew.” She turned to Mark and said, “Keep me posted on the progress.” Finally, she walked over to Allie and offered her a beautifully manicured hand.
Allie took it.
“Thank you for agreeing to help us, Allie. Your courage is admirable. You’re in very good hands with Drew.”
Allie smiled. She couldn’t help it. But she didn’t know how good his hands were.
Mark’s handshake was a bit more brusque. “Welcome to Watchdog. We have a plane to catch back to Washington. Drew, keep us posted.” They both left the room.
Allie’s focus remained on Drew. This would be a chance to prove to herself and to everyone that she wasn’t a screw-up. She had a successful business, after all, even though her mother called it ‘Allie’s quaint interior-design whim.’ They didn’t trust that she would stick with it. She had Lily’s place to finish, but she could multitask. A little secret-agent stuff here, a little design stuff there. It would work out.
Drew leaned back against the wall as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Allie wasn’t used to having her heart race just because a man looked at her, but she’d never had anybody look at her the way this undercover operative did.
It wouldn’t be a smart move to get involved with him—even if the opportunity arose. That was crazy. She didn’t know a thing about him, except that he was the complete opposite of everything she had ever known. A warrior. The real thing, a soldier who had put his life on the line for what he believed in. God, country—she wasn’t sure.
She so wished with every ounce of her being that she could get on a plane and fly to France to be with her sister. But if Callie couldn’t complete the mission for Watchdog because of her injuries, then the least Allie could do would be to help here where it seemed she was needed. It was ironic that Callie, the responsible one, risked her life and Allie, the impulsive one, did nothing more daring than combine colors.
Suddenly she felt weary, the effects of the chloroform and the fear sending fatigue throughout her whole body. She needed sleep.
Drew’s hawkish gaze felt like a hard caress.
“What now?” she asked.
“Get you trained,” his voice was clipped, every line of his body showing that he knew his work was cut out for him—to train her as an undercover operative to carry out the mission Watchdog needed done.
“Your skepticism doesn’t help. You don’t even know me.”
“I know you. You go to work, pay your taxes and socialize with family and friends. You laugh, play and live. That’s the bright side.”
“And you’re the dark?”
“There’s always a flip side, Allie. I started my career in the military and I’ve been to Afghanistan and Iraq. I live on the dark side. And once you go there, there’s no turning back.”
“The dark side gives no quarter. Got it,” Allie quipped as she turned toward the door. Maybe it was the fatigue or the effects of the drug he’d used to send her into unconsciousness, but her flippant words seemed to hang in the dim, cold room, like a challenge.
There was no sound, no warning. One minute she was moving, the next a steely arm wrapped around her waist. Before she could even register the hold he had her in, he pressed her up against the room’s wall with his whole body, immobilizing her.
“This is not a game, Allie.” His voice was soft and gravelly, and very close to her ear, his breath blowing across her skin as he spoke. “Your quips and off-the-cuff remarks can’t hide the fact that you’re most definitely out of your element.”
Adrenaline washed into her veins on a river of both a tiny bit of fear and a whole lot of excitement.
“You set me off with your forceful attitude.” Allie closed her eyes and took a breath in an attempt to stay calm. He was starting to make her angry.
“You’d better develop a hard-hitting attitude, Allie.” He spoke so quietly and she had to strain to hear him. She focused on his breathing to slow down her own.
It wasn’t going to happen. Not as long as her heart was racing, totally at odds with the slow, steady beat of his. She felt its cadence against her back. She was agitated, but he wasn’t. He was calm, holding her, but—she realized—not crushing her, not hurting her. It was very effective, what he was doing, and made pathetic the one self-defense class she’d taken. He had immobilized her in one second flat. Caught between his body and the wall was like being in a warm, sexy vise. She felt the chill and the smoothness of the paint against her palms, but against her back was heat and plenty of it.
“You know, Drew, I’ve kinda had enough cloak and dagger for one day. I haven’t eaten in twenty-four hours and it’s close to midnight. You said something about food. As fun as this is, I’m wondering if fries come with the intimidation.”
He didn’t reply, but he moved, just enough to allow her to turn her head toward him. Adrenaline surged into her system again, only this time it didn’t have anything to do with fear or intimidation. His face was so close to hers, his eyes translucent blue and deep-set beneath black lashes and the straight dark lines of his eyebrows. His hair was a bit long, increasing his sex appeal. He had a scar on his neck, faint against his deeply tanned skin, telling her that he wasn’t kidding about walking on the dark side. His body was very hard against hers. She could feel the cool, steely ridge of his gun pressing at the base of her spine. Drew was now armed and dangerous. He was making her feel threatened on two levels. This mission she’d agreed to was, oh, so real and Drew was, oh, so irresistible.
A brief smile curved his mouth and his eyes closed for a fraction of a second as if he was trying to regain his control.
“You are the most exasperating…woman.”
“My quotient for exasperating climbs when I’m really hungry. So, unless you want to get into my pants again, could you back up?”
“Get into your…” he trailed off.
“We’re not going to pretend, are we?”
He slanted her a questioning glance. “Pretend?”
“As in the first time we met, when I melted all over you like warm chocolate.”
He stepped away and she keenly felt his absence. She shivered.
“I thought you were Callie.”
More cold water and this directly in her face. She winced and felt her face flush. A sickening knot of tension tightened in her stomach. Without anything to do with her hands, she rubbed at her wrists. “Is there a bathroom I could use?”
“Out the door and two doors to your right.”
Allie walked past him and grabbed for the door handle.
“Allie,” he said, but she ignored it and slipped out the door.
In the bathroom, she looked at herself in the mirror. Her blond hair was completely mussed, her makeup smeared and her eyes haunted with the knowledge that everyone seemed to compare her to her sister—perfect Callie who had chosen a profession and stuck with it.
Allie couldn’t help wondering what she had gotten herself into.
 
HE’D HURT HER. She would have to bring up the orgasm. After that he couldn’t seem to keep his mind on intimidating her. His sole purpose had been to scare her off but all he’d done was hurt her feelings by bringing up her sister.
It was a knee-jerk reaction. She threatened him and he knew it in his bones. Traveling from base to base as a child, tour of duty to tour of duty in the military, then mission to mission as a mercenary, Drew didn’t owe allegiance to any one government agency. Drew hadn’t wanted any ties. He tried to keep the people he worked with and for at arm’s length. It was easier when he lost a colleague or had to move on, for him a familiar way of life.
If he compared her to Callie, it was Callie who was lacking. Allie with her soft mouth and her tart quips simply unseated him. He couldn’t maintain his concentration when she looked at him with so much animation in her eyes. The promises were so tempting, so real. He thought he could almost feel them each time he got close to her.
Getting close to her was a dumb-ass move. But to provoke her he had to get physical. Her buoyant personality wouldn’t be dampened by a few scowls.
She was spending way too much time in the bathroom. He slipped out the door and walked down the hall. Ducking into a darkened office, he retrieved her purse and then ducked back out. He approached the ladies’ room. Glancing at his watch, he noted that fifteen minutes had passed. This late in the day, he was relatively sure that every female in the building would have already left. He pushed the door open and found her standing in front of the mirror, looking at herself.
“Allie?”
She jumped and turned around. “My makeup’s a mess.”
“I can see that. Here’s your purse.”
She smiled briefly and his heart slammed into his chest. Damn the woman. Anyone else and he’d be able to be as tough as she’d said he was.
“Thanks.”
She opened the bag and took out a small packet and turned on the faucet. She pulled a wipe out of the small packet, sending the wipe into the stream of water and he watched as it lathered. With careful swipes, she took care of the mascara on her face. He stepped forward and pulled a paper towel out of the dispenser and slipped it into her hand.
“Thanks,” she said softly.
He hadn’t felt this bad in a long time. Why did this woman make him go weak?
Wiping her face, she threw both the wipe and the used towel in the trash.
“I can take you to your apartment so that you can pick up a few things. Not too much because we’ll provide you with clothes and such for when you’re undercover.”
She nodded, rubbing at her wrists again and he could see the redness where the handcuffs had left their marks.
“Where are we going?” she asked.
“To a safe place.”
She didn’t respond. He could tell she was trying hard to control whatever emotion had caused her to pull in on herself.
His thoughtlessness made him feel like an ass.
“Hey,” he said, moving a step closer and bending his head to better see her face. “Are you okay?”
She nodded, wrapping her arms around herself. “Yeah.” The lie was barely a whisper. He saw it in the brief trembling of her shoulders, in the nervous swipe of her fingers that dislodged her silky hair, sending it down over her cheekbone. “Yeah. I’m fine. Thanks.”
She faced the sink and picked up her purse. Her shoulder accidentally brushed against his chest, and the contact brought her to a sudden halt. Her head came up and their eyes met.
She was close, very close, all overheated woman and soft, sweet musk.
Tantalizing.
He found himself breathing deeper just to have more of her. Stupid move coming up, he thought. He was certifiable, trying to breathe her in—but, he loved the way she smelled. He didn’t know what to make of the shadowed expression in her eyes.
“What’s wrong?” He reached out and gently took hold of her upper arm.
She hesitated before answering, her gaze dropping. “Nothing. You said it all. I got the message. End of story.”
That damn vulnerability. He would rather have her anger or her wariness. No. None of those were close to what he really wanted from her.
He slid his thumb along the edge of her wrist where the handcuff had done the most damage, feeling the silken softness of her skin.
“Agent Miller.”
“Drew,” he corrected her. He’d had his hand in a very intimate place last night. She should at least call him by his first name.
“Drew,” she conceded, making a small dismissive gesture, part shrug, part turn of her hand—but he wasn’t about to be dismissed, even though it should have been what he wanted. “This has been a crazy day—night—couple of days, I don’t really know. Absolutely crazy and you haven’t exactly made it better, except for making sure that I understand where you’re coming from.” She paused, her jaw tightening for an instant. “I just find it hard to believe that I’m going undercover with a man who neither trusts me nor wants me on the mission. The guy who’s supposed to train me—” She stopped herself short and her hand came back up to cover her face. “I know I’m not Callie, but I’m not a weaker version of her, either.”
He’d touched a raw nerve. Suddenly he got a glimpse into what it might be like being Allie Carpenter, getting lost in her sister’s shadow.
“I only meant that I thought you were Callie because you were in her decoy apartment, on her bed. I was supposed to go there and bring her in, not…get her off. But I think I knew you weren’t her from the moment I met you. By then…”
“What?”
“It was too late,” he confirmed, bringing his hand up and smoothing his fingers along the curve of her jaw. He didn’t mean to do it, but she pulled at him like a vortex. Before he could stop himself, he lowered his head and took her lips.
She let out a soft gasp, and her hand came up to press against his chest, warm and light. She might have been thinking of pushing him away, but she didn’t do it. In fact, it only took about two seconds flat for her to tighten her grip and sigh into his mouth.
Dammit. He was right with her every step of the way. Her lips were as soft as they looked, the inside of her mouth even softer. It was a mind-blowing kiss.
He turned her deeper into the kiss, pressing her back against the sink. He hadn’t expected such a pliant response, such surrender, and it went straight to his groin in a wave of pleasure so intense, he groaned.
Cupping the back of her head with his hand, he slowly increased his assault on her mouth, delving deeper with long, lazy strokes of his tongue and feeling her response in the subtle tightening of her body.
From the moment he’d met her he’d had the fantasy of this kind of kiss. But his fantasies were nothing compared to the reality of this full-out, hot-flesh-fused-to-hot-flesh kiss that made him want to keep her like this forever.
Big mistake.
If they hadn’t been standing in a bathroom, he would have slid his hand up to her breast, knowing it would push them both closer to the edge. If it wasn’t for the fact that he was supposed to be training her—and that didn’t include his hand on her breast—he would definitely give in to the urge to pin her hips solidly against his, and he would have kept kissing her—kept kissing her until she was too hot to stop.
Just the thought of it made him hard.
He pulled away after that because he was moving onto dangerous ground. Okay, lethal ground. He was already on very shaky ground here. For a few seconds he didn’t move a muscle, only tried to catch his breath, shift his thinking from south of his belt buckle to his empty head.
She didn’t move, either. Instead, she stood still with her mouth on his, her breathing erratic, her body quivering.
She’d kissed him as if she was merging with him and they were becoming one. And once was not going to be enough. Not when everything he’d ever believed about being alone fragmented in the reality of holding her to him, with her inviting mouth hot on his.
The desire had surprised him, but he’d felt it as surely as he’d felt her tongue slide along the length of his, as surely as he’d felt her hand soft against his chest. He had a feeling that some of her illusions were being remade, too, her reaction to him as amazing and surprising as his was.
Gently, because he couldn’t resist, he kissed her again. Brushing his mouth across hers in a light caress was a way to slow the moment when they had to move away from each other. To defuse the need to do more than meet mouth to mouth, he wanted desperately to have her.
Good idea in theory, but very hard to put in practice. One look at her flushed face and her moist mouth, the rise and fall of her breasts against his chest with every breath she took, made stepping back all the more difficult. Giving in to the temptation one more time, he dipped back down for another taste, then one more before he was actually able to let her go and retreat half a step.
Her eyes fluttered open, her gaze slowly clearing from a dreamy hue of wonder to an awestruck, what-just-hit-me blue. She stared at him, suddenly wide-eyed.
“Ohmigosh.”
Yup, they were on the same page.
“We have to go,” he insisted, his hand still stroking the back of her neck. “We can’t stay here.”
“No. Of course not,” she said. But she was as transfixed as he, her pulse racing beneath his hand.
Somebody save him.
“I’m sorry.” The words were out, husky and heartfelt, before he had time to think. It wasn’t what he wanted to say. He wanted a room, a room with a bed and her naked on it. He wanted the rest of the night and into the morning. He wanted to know what turned her on and the chance to drive her out of her mind, just the chance.
Her expression told him he could do it. She would come undone for him, completely undone. It was a hell of a temptation, to take her and make her his.
“Thanks for saying that.”
“I mean it.” He slowed the movement of his thumb across her skin, his brows drawing together.
She gave her head a small shake and moved toward the door. Her voice strained, she said, “Well…uh, thanks…Well, I…uh, I’m really hungry.”
He let her go. A sigh escaped him. Chasing her wasn’t an option, nor was catching her—little Miss Carpenter with her smart mouth and completely wild kisses.
Nope. She was nothing like Callie.
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WHO KNEW trouble came in such a wonderfully funny, intoxicating package?
Conveniently located close to the Westwood Building, Drew stretched out in one of the chairs in the loft where he stayed when in LA. He had a straight line of sight to the bed. He’d put Allie there after she passed out in his car from sheer exhaustion.
There were no interior walls, only wide-open spaces from one end of the loft to the other. It seemed that a view was everything in downtown LA, and he had too good a view of all five feet six inches of silky woman.
He couldn’t really call the getup she was wearing sexy. It was classy and covered all the right places, yet the sight of her in the pretty eyelet nightgown made him wonder about the curves beneath the cotton. Especially when she moved around so much and he kept catching glimpses of her smooth skin. She sure was restless. She mumbled Callie’s name a couple of times in a tone that indicated she was sure mad at her sister. But that was something Callie would have to deal with. His problem was the mission and how easily his composure had been shattered right from the moment he’d vowed he wouldn’t train her or touch her. Right now he shouldn’t even be looking at her.
He’d spent the night on the couch and had risen at eight o’clock when a knock on the door had revealed a courier with all the information he’d requested from Mark. With that information in his hand, he’d mapped out a game plan. Today they would start her training. He’d booked a conference room at the Westwood Building for one-thirty. This would give Mendez and Frost time to get to LA as they were both out of town at the moment.
He, Allie and his three team members would go over all that Allie would need to know, including her undercover persona, the mapped-out plan to sell the guns to the Ghost, a crash course on the gun-running business and a quick course in undercover operations. Then they’d go to the Watchdog training facility and teach Allie self-defense.
Pushing himself out of the chair, he headed across the living area to the kitchen to start a pot of coffee. He’d let Allie sleep for now.
He knew his breaking point and he was fast approaching it. Self-control was supposed to be his middle name. But she’d knocked him for a loop. No more, though. Not right now.
His cell rang and when he answered, Mark said, “We’ve been contacted through Gina Callahan’s cell.”
“By whom?”
“One of the Ghost’s lackeys, a guy named Jammer.”
“What does he want?”
“He wanted to speak to Gina, but the Watchdog operative now with her in Paris only said she wasn’t available. He wanted to meet with her second in command. Guess who that is?”
“Where’s the meet?”
“Starbucks at the Hyatt Regency in Century City in an hour.”
“I’ll be there. And, Mark—I need Gina’s clothes and her cell.”
“On the way to you as we speak. Drew, we’re moving Callie to Walter Reed as soon as the arrangements are in place. I thought her sister would like to know that she’s safe and getting the best medical care we can provide.”
“I’ll let Allie know. It’ll be a load off her mind.”
After he disconnected the call, he called Thad Michaels, big, tough Australian former boxer and con man with Special Forces training. He trusted Thad to watch over Allie. Thad was a mercenary with whom Drew had worked on many missions.
Fifteen minutes later he’d changed into a blue polo shirt, a pair of faded jeans and soft-soled shoes made for running and jumping.
Allie moaned in her sleep, saying Callie’s name and then getting angry at her again. He walked over to the bed, thinking it was one more bad idea in a string of bad ideas that he’d had since deciding he was the only man on the planet who could train this woman for this mission. He knelt down next to the bed and reached out to brush the hair off her forehead. He looked down the length of her body. A damp sheen of sweat covered her skin, from the backs of her calves, in the tender hollows behind her knees, up her thighs, and over the incredible curves of her ass.
He wanted to consume her and not stop until he was sated. Instead, he stood up and shrugged into his shoulder holster and leather bomber jacket.
Drew checked his watch and looked at the door. What was taking Thad so long? He needed to get out of here. His gaze was drawn to Allie and again wandered up her body. He would never take advantage of her, but he was on a damn thin line as to whether or not he would try to seduce her.
Come on, Thad, he thought, checking his watch again.
He turned his attention back to Allie and noticed ink peeking out from the hem of the eyelet.
Perfect, he thought. The ink tantalized. His fingers itched to draw back the fabric to get the full glimpse of exactly what Allie Carpenter had tattooed on her shapely butt.
Hearing the rap on the door, he snapped the sheet up over her again.
“G’day, Captain,” Thad said, when Drew opened the door.
“Thad, thanks for coming. This is Allie Carpenter, our new team member. She’ll be posing as arms dealer Gina Callahan and I’ve requested that you become part of my team.” He gestured at the lovely lump in the bed.
Thad eyed the woman, and then gave Drew a big grin. “Abso-bloody-lutely, Captain. You can count on me. I can keep her here, mate. As a matter of fact—” he leaned in for a closer look “—I think she’s knackered.”
“Yeah, she’s out cold, all right. Fatigue and chloroform. Not a good combination for her.”
“True blue, mate? Chloroform? Sounds like you had one bloody hell of a night.”
“It’s a long story, Thad. I’ll have to fill you in later. For now, watch her.”
“Got it.”
“I have booked a conference room at the Westwood Building at one-thirty. Mendez and Frost are en route. I’ll be back in about two hours.”
“No worries, mate.”
Drew had a lot of worries, least of all the beautiful woman in the bed. He was about to tell Thad to keep his eyes off her when she let out a soft moan and rolled over, taking the sheet with her and effectively exposing her curves.
“Bugger me,” Thad whispered, his eyes glued to the naked curve of her hip.
Drew went to Allie and untangled the sheet, his hand tingling from the combination of heat and silky skin. “Remember why you’re here,” Drew warned Thad. Smoothing the sheets, he then pushed the ends under the mattress to keep them secure. “It’s better if you don’t look.”
Satisfied that he’d done all he could and that things would only get worse if he stayed, he straightened from the side of the bed.
She looked so sweet and innocent in that bed, her blond hair spread everywhere. He found Thad settled in a chair in the living room, watching TV. Thad was rock-solid. Honed as a commando into an elite combat weapon, he was trained to think two steps ahead of the enemy while under fire, underwater and outmanned. He’d scaled cliffs and rappelled out of helicopters, braved ice-cold water and death. There wasn’t anything in LA Thad couldn’t handle on his own, including the top government’s elite and their amorous wives.
Nothing—least of all a 120-pound interior designer.
Checking to make sure he’d remembered to load his gun, Drew headed for the door.
 
LIKE AN APPARITION, the Ghost walked through the crowd; he was no specter but a flesh-and-blood man no one in his organization knew by sight. The trick was using the electronic gadgets he had at his disposal. One didn’t need to be present anywhere when there were BlackBerrys, conference calls and the Internet—ah, he loved the digital era. Sure there were times when he had to be present, but concealing his identity hadn’t been a problem. It was all about misdirection.
Even the savvy, suspicious people in the arms business were easy to fool when you knew how to fool them. That gave him a lot of pleasure.
It was so easy to get people to believe you about who you were. No one ever suspected that a lackey in his operation was actually the boss. When he told people the Ghost had sent him, people believed it.
And he stayed hidden in plain sight.
The Ghost liked to do his own look-see before he made any deals. Leaving the details to flunkies was a way to get yourself killed. It was his business and his life on the line and he intended to make sure both flourished.
When in LA, he often booked a room at the Hyatt. The lobby of the hotel was extremely busy with people checking in and out. He sat at a table waiting for Gina’s man.
Recent rumors had brought him out of his opulent and extensive compound in Napa Valley, rumors that Gina Callahan had been killed in France.
Gina Callahan had a nasty reputation, the main reason he had steered clear of her when she’d first come on the international gun-running scene.
She was unpredictable, uninhibited, gorgeous—and as deadly as a snake. Versed in martial arts and weapons, she’d be a formidable foe. The Ghost had no intention of going blind into any deal with her.
He’d managed to stay out of her sights until the introduction he’d received in Charles Girard’s hotel room only days ago when he’d seen her up close and personal. Everything he’d heard about her was true.
He was a man who’d been to hell and back and didn’t easily let down his guard. But, with Gina, he’d gotten more than close to her. He hadn’t expected it to happen, found it damned inconvenient.
Even now, he was still surprised that she didn’t look anything like he had expected—older, harder-looking. She couldn’t have been over five foot six or a hundred and twenty pounds. Her hair was black…and purple, cut short and spiky. Her eyelashes were sooty and thick giving her guarded eyes an exotic look.
And her eyes—he swallowed softly—her eyes were the clearest, most crystalline blue he’d ever seen, like a summer sky illuminated by pure sunlight.
He didn’t believe in love at first sight, but something really unfortunate and extraordinary was happening to him. He’d faced weapons buyers and sellers who were some of the most heartless bastards on the planet. But something about Gina caused a meltdown somewhere around his heart.
After Charles had introduced them, he realized prematurely that she had extended her hand. Something people did when they first met. He reached out and slid his palm against hers. She had fine bones, a single silver bracelet with a heart around her delicate wrist. Her skin was soft, but he hadn’t expected such a small hand to hold so much strength, her grip strong. His gaze returned to her face and—she was beautiful. Not pretty. Not cute, but freaking gorgeous, like a swimsuit-supermodel-fantasy woman every guy just hopes to meet in the flesh.
Braless.
His mouth went dry with the realization, and he had to force his gaze back to her face—which was no hardship. She had a smear of chocolate on one cheek from the chocolate croissant she held in her hand. He had a serious urge to lick it off, but—damn—if his tongue ever got the chance to touch her skin, he could guarantee that he was going to lick more than her cheek.
“And you would be?” she prompted with just enough amusement in her voice to let him know how long he’d been staring at her like a silly fool.
“Jammer,” he stammered.
“Jammer?” she said, his name sounding lazily silken on her tongue. “Do you jam people up?” One dark, winged brow arched in question.
“As charged,” he managed.
“Where do you fit in the Ghost’s hierarchy?”
“I take care of the negotiations.”
Those deep blue eyes held his for a long, considering moment. “Hey, I heard that you’re looking for some AK-47 automatics. That right?”
“You’re well-informed.”
“That’s what keeps me in business, mister. Supply and demand. I have the supply, you have the demand. When and where do you need those delivered?”
“In two weeks in LA. What’s the price?”
Gina named a price that he agreed to.
“So, the Ghost never does his own buys?”
“Not unless it’s a large shipment like this one. He’ll be there to seal the deal.”
“I look forward to it.”
She was simply mind-boggling in her tiny, torn pale-pink T-shirt and hot-pink, hip-hugging Lycra miniskirt. Not the run-of-the-mill arms dealer. It had never crossed his mind that purchasing the guns to resell for a tidy profit to Mexican drug kingpin Eduardo Fuentes would lead him to someone like Gina Callahan. It was his luck that two federal agents had severely damaged Fuentes’s supply line to the U.S. The Ghost was ready to replace Fuentes’s deceased arms dealer.
He cursed Gina now, thinking about how little time it had taken him to get her clothes off and slide deep into her. He’d spent three blissful days in her hotel room and they hadn’t even gotten out of bed.
Now he was so deep, he didn’t think he could get out.
Normally, he would have dissolved his agreement with Gina when he couldn’t get her on the phone. But he needed this shipment and it was too late to put another one together on such short notice. He didn’t like problems, but Gina wasn’t a problem. He shouldn’t let his emotions interfere, but he had to know she was all right. He had to see her. That’s why he’d agreed to meet her second in command here at the Hyatt.
He hadn’t prayed in a long time, but he prayed now that Gina Callahan wasn’t dead as rumored. If she was, he intended to find out who had killed her.
He would make them wish they’d never been born.
 
JUST ON THE FRINGE of sleep was a time where wisps of thought wandered through the mind. The bed was perfect. The sheets were perfect. The pillow under her head was perfect.
Too bad it wasn’t her bed. Holy cow! That’s right! She was in Drew’s bed.
She turned her nose deeper into the sheets. Oh, yeah, his bed, all right. The soft, warm blankets, Egyptian-cotton sheets, down pillows and the smell of him wrapped around her senses. From the angle of the sunlight streaming in through the windows, she figured it was about midmorning—and she’d woken up in a stranger’s bed.
Oh, yeah, she’d agreed to take her sister’s place in an undercover covert operation to apprehend a very scary gunrunner murderer, and she’d been too tired last night even to look at her surroundings.
She opened one eye a bare fraction of a slit. She could see all the way across the rather expansive room.
There was also a very large man with shaggy blond hair sitting in a chair. Allie bolted up.
“G’day sheila. Owyergoin?”
Sheila? Oh God, where was Drew? “Allie,” she said. “Carpenter. Not. Sheila.”
“What?”
“My name. It’s Allie Carpenter. And you are?”
“Thad Michaels.”
That told her absolutely nothing.
“How about a bit of tucker? There’s bum nuts and mystery bag. I can put on the jug.”
Oh, she finally got the accent—Australian. “Who exactly are you?”
“The captain told me to watch you.”
“Captain? Captain who?”
“Drew.”
“Yes, where is he?”
“He had to go out for a bit. He asked me to keep an eye on you. Sorry about the Aussie slang. I asked you if you’d like some breakfast. There’s eggs and sausage. I can put the kettle on for tea.”
Allie jumped at the thought of tea. “That would be wonderful. I should get cleaned up first and dressed.”
“Right. It’s the dunny for you. I can bring your suitcase for you.”
“Thanks. I’m a little out of it first thing in the morning. Takes me a minute to wake up.”
“She’ll be apples once you get some tucker.”
Thad Michaels was a big one as he filled the bathroom door with his broad shoulders. He set the case inside and came out.
Once inside the bathroom, Allie closed the door. Her stomach rumbled with hunger, so she had no intention of staying too long inside. The bathroom was huge, easily a quarter of the square space in the loft. There was a sunken tub situated in the corner with the shower overhead and numerous showerheads jutting from the wall. She sighed as she turned on the water.
After getting cleaned up and eating, she felt much better.
“How long will Drew be?” she asked.
“A couple of hours, I guess.”
Allie heard a beeping from her purse. She rummaged through it and found her BlackBerry. Pressing the button, she brought up her calendar. When she saw that she had totally forgotten the meeting with Lily Walden, her “It Girl,” she cried, “Oh, no.”
Consulting her watch, she realized that she had just enough time. Lily’s house in Beverly Hills wasn’t far from Wilshire Boulevard.
This was the reason her family considered her scatterbrained. How could she have forgotten about her meeting? She saw that she had fourteen missed calls from Jason. He must be frantic. She’d stop by the office first and then off to Lily’s. Why, oh, why did she do these stupid things?
To her credit, she had been drugged, kidnapped and interrogated, and then recruited into a dangerous mission. So her mind had been on other things. She was supposed to have Lily’s home finished for a party by Friday. Thankfully, she was almost done. She did some quick calculations. It was now Sunday, which left her five days. All she would need was maybe ten hours or so to finish.
“Problem?” Thad asked.
Thad would try to stop her. But she did have a business to run and she smiled. The bigger they are, the harder they fall.
 
DREW LET HIMSELF back into his loft. When he closed the door and turned around, no one was there. His meeting with Jammer had been productive. Jammer had wanted to know if Gina was going to be able to go through with the buy. Drew had told him that the buy was still on and Gina expected to deal directly with the Ghost. Jammer had nodded and told him that the Ghost would be there. Jammer insisted that he see Gina at a public place, one that would be safe for both of them. Drew said he would be in touch regarding Jammer’s request.
The bathroom door was closed and for just a moment, he wondered what Thad and Allie were doing together in the bathroom.
His bed was made, the comforter smoothed down, the decorative pillows in place. He found some paper on the nightstand with a list:
	Add color, too bland.
	Turquoise would go nicely with the chocolate furniture.
	Need a rug in the hall and a table.
	Modern sculpture would work well, oh, that divine Kevin Sanders piece would be perfect. Talk to Drew about decorating all the Watchdog spaces. They need my help.

She had made notes…about the loft. Not only that, but she was thinking about taking Watchdog on as a client. He chuckled. He couldn’t seem to help it. She was so unconventional. He went to the bathroom, opened the door and stopped dead.
The bathroom looked as if Thad had been wrestling crocs in it. The nightgown she’d been sleeping in was hung over the towel rack. He bent down and picked up a pair of silk briefs, rubbing the material against his thumb, thinking the fabric had been against her skin, against her clit. He was completely pathetic. He envied a swatch of fabric.
The bag she’d packed when he’d taken her to her apartment last night was open and his gaze got caught on other silky garments and unmentionables spilling out onto the tile floor. Unable to help himself, knowing he was violating her privacy, he picked up a soft bra, a plain white. He’d never thought of himself as a man who got off on women’s undergarments, especially ones so white-bread, all-American-girl, but Allie was different, different in too many tempting ways.
A car started up on the street and brought him out of his sensual funk. They weren’t here. Thad leaving without contacting him was puzzling, but if Thad deemed it necessary, he would have done so in a heartbeat.
He punched in Thad’s cell number, but got his voice mail. Now Drew was starting to worry. He walked out of the bathroom and that’s when he saw it, a note on the bar between the kitchen and the dining room.
He read the words:
Important decorating business. Will be back by noon. We should try that deli on the corner for lunch. Regards, Allie (aka Gina)

He pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger, caught between exasperation and amusement. The woman was a menace. He crumpled the note in his hand. Swearing, he flung the note toward the wastebasket and slammed out of the loft.
 
DREW CAME THROUGH her office door like a ramrod. Allie’s receptionist actually rolled her chair away from him.
“May I help you?” she asked.
“Allie Carpenter,” he growled in reply.
“Sh-she’s not here.”
“Where is she?”
“Katie, could you be a dear and run across the street and procure me a mocha latte.”
Drew eyed the Asian man who sauntered out of a doorway. He had his face buried in the front page of the Los Angeles Times Home and Garden Section. He wore a cinnamon-colored silk shirt open at the throat with a loosely knotted Prada tie, a brown military-style jacket, tan slacks and really expensive shoes. His medium-length hair was jet-black, threaded through with bright-red highlights.
The receptionist stood. “Mr. Kyoto. This…ah…gentleman is here to see Ms. Carpenter.”
“She’s not here. Can I help you? I’m her assistant. Jason Kyoto.”
Between Drew’s military training and his mercenary pursuits, he’d honed his powers of observation. In his opinion, Jason was trying just a bit too hard to look the part of a designer. Then there was the slight bulge beneath the jacket, a sure indication of a concealed weapon. The kind of alertness that Jason was exhibiting signaled to Drew that Allie’s assistant was more than he pretended to be. The fancy clothes couldn’t hide the street tough beneath.
When he laid the paper down, Drew caught a glimpse of ink just below his collar. Anyone else would be fooled by him, but Drew was adept at looking below the surface and never taking anything at face value. Drew tried to calm his anger. It wouldn’t help. “I need to find Allie. Could you tell me where she is?”
“She was here about an hour ago. She went to a job. I’m sure she’d be happy to help you when she gets back this afternoon.”
Yup. Drew heard the steel that threaded through the man’s voice. Not a trace of an accent, but Drew was sure Jason Kyoto was pure Japanese without a drop of American blood in him. “I’m afraid I can’t wait.” He smiled back with the same tight, controlled smile.
Jason’s shoulders stiffened. “What’s this about?”
“That would be none of your business,” Drew told him in a clipped voice.
“Why don’t we step into my office and we can discuss this. Katie, why don’t you take a coffee break? And on your way back, get me that latte.” Jason pulled a twenty out of his wallet.
Katie got up from her desk and couldn’t get her coat on fast enough. She took the money from Jason’s hand and exited the office. Jason moved toward his office door, and as Drew came in, Jason grabbed his wrist and swung Drew around, intending to slam him against the wall. But Drew was ready for him and in a smooth pivot, it was Jason who was plastered against the wall, his arm bent behind his back.
With a quick movement, Drew relieved him of his firearm. “A Fedor Tokarev, a semi-automatic pistol favored by the yakuza, if I’m not mistaken. A cheap, Russian-made piece of crap. I thought so.”
“What did you think, hotshot?”
“You’re no interior designer. You’re a pro.” Drew leaned into Jason, putting pressure on his trapped arm and wrist.
Jason grunted in pain. “Who are you?”
“Someone you don’t want to mess with, junior.”
Jason laughed. “You’re going to tell me who you are and why you need to speak with Allie or you get nothing.”
“Did Callie hire you?”
“Should have known you were a Fed.”
Drew let him go, convinced the young man was Allie’s bodyguard. Jason turned around, rubbing at his wrist where Drew had clasped him and held him to the wall.
“I’m not a Fed.”
Jason smirked as only a youth can. “Right, you work for the government. Makes you a Fed in my book.”
“And you, junior. Who do you work for?”
“You’re a smart guy. Callie Carpenter, though this is the craziest thing she’s ever asked me to do.”
“What is that?”
“Pose as a gay interior designer.” Jason flexed his wrist. “Whatever you’ve gotten Allie into, her sister won’t like it. She pays me a lot of money to keep Allie safe.”
No surprise there. Callie had been careful to leave off the fact that she had a twin. Her brother Max was listed, but he was FBI and obviously known to various authorities already. “So, it must have cheesed you that I kidnapped her right beneath your nose?”
“That was you? No, it wasn’t pleasant to find her gone. I went out for pizza, but I left the apartment locked.”
“We both know how easy it is to pick a lock.”
“What could you possibly want with Allie? She’s totally innocent and unaware of her sister’s profession.”
“Not anymore, and what I want with her is classified information. As I said before, it’s none of your business.”
“I’m afraid I’m making it my business, pal.”
Drew made a calculated decision. Allie needed to be back in his protection. It wasn’t wise for her to be free and running around the city where the Ghost was operating. He’d seen smaller things muck up an undercover operation. He handed Jason his gun. “Allie is doing a job for us…”
“What? Callie is going to be pissed.”
“Callie’s been hurt. She’s safe now and being cared for.”
The color drained out of Jason’s face. “No wonder she didn’t turn up the other night and I couldn’t get a hold of her.” He leaned back against the wall, stunned for a moment. Then his dark eyes met Drew’s and he said in a steely soft voice, “Who?”
“We don’t know. It could have been a simple accident, but we can’t be sure.”
Jason paused before saying, “I think I’ve got an idea who it might be.”
“Who?”
“A notorious yakuza named Fudo Miyagi. If Allie is planning on taking on Callie’s alias Gina Callahan…” He smirked when he saw Drew’s expression. “Yeah, I know all about her and her mission to bag the Ghost. It’s a good idea to get Allie someplace where we can keep an eye on her.”
“We?”
“My guarding Allie has nothing to do with money.”
“Callie called in a favor. Is that it?” Drew sat down on the edge of Jason’s desk.
“She did.”
“Sounds like you owe her big-time. But I already picked my team. People I trust.”
“Tough, I owe Callie in a major way.”
“Fine. But, I’m making no promises. Name’s Drew Miller. Now take me to Allie.”
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JASON LED Drew to a huge mansion in Beverly Hills. Once they were through the gate, Jason got off his bike and walked right up to the house. “Shouldn’t we knock?” Drew asked.
“Nope” was all Jason said as he walked into the grand foyer. The place was in different stages of design. Drew could hear Allie’s voice coming from somewhere nearby.
“I don’t think so. Move it over here. Hmm, no move it back.”
“Bloody hell, sheila, make up your mind.”
“Shh. I’m working. And thinking. Just move it like I told you to.”
“A bossy sheila, too. How I let you talk me into this…”
Drew entered the room, which was lined with bookcases from ceiling to floor, with an ornate desk near a large bay window. But Drew’s eyes were centered on Thad hefting a sofa. Well, a prissy thing that could be mistaken for a sofa. He had the piece tucked under his arm.
Allie sat sideways in a wingback chair, swinging her legs and surveying the area where Thad was standing. Neither of them saw him or Jason in the doorway.
“Look, this was supposed to take an hour. The captain doesn’t like his orders bucked. He’ll have my ass.”
“Too late, Michaels.”
“Bugger,” Thad said as he boggled the sofa.
Allie shrieked, but Jason moved as quickly as lightning and caught the end before it tumbled out of Thad’s grip.
Jason met Thad’s eyes. “That’s worth eight grand. You break it. You bought it.”
“Eight thousand dollars? Bloody hell, you can’t even lie down on it.”
“You’re not supposed to lie down on it, silly. It’s a French Louis XV salon sofa. It’s mid-nineteenth-century and it’s upholstered with Aubusson tapestry in the theme of Aesop’s fables. Oh, so chi-chi,” Allie piped up, eyeing Drew.
“Forget the damn sofa,” Drew ordered. Thad and Jason set the piece down.
“It’s a damn pricey sofa,” a female voice said behind Drew. “Mmm, Allie, you do have the most delicious helpers.”
A tall, glamorous-looking woman in her late twenties strode into the room. Thad looked as though someone had just coldcocked him.
“You were moving this sofa around all by yourself?” the woman asked.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Oooh, an Australian accent.” She held out her hand to Thad. “I’m…”
“Lily Walden, Senator Walden’s daughter,” Allie supplied.
Lily smiled and shook Thad’s hand.
“Thad,” Drew said between gritted teeth. The man was besotted.
Drew moved into the room and faced Lily. “I’m afraid this employee has an errand to run. Don’t you, Michaels?”
“Errand?” he muttered.
“Yes, errand.”
“I won’t take up any more of your time. Allie, I just wanted to mention that I love the copper accents in the bathrooms. Nice touch.”
“Thanks, Lily.”
“The rest will be done in time for my party on Friday, right?”
Allie glanced at Drew anxiously. “Of course it will. Five days is plenty of time. I don’t have much left to do.”
“Good.” Lily left the room.
Thad’s eyes followed her out until they bumped into Drew’s angry face. That seemed to snap him out of his fog. “She said it would take an hour.”
“She snookered you. In the note, she said she’d be back by noon.”
“Bloody hell.” Thad gave Allie a hurt sidelong glance. She hadn’t moved from the wing chair, but Jason went and stood next to her.
“I didn’t want you to leave the loft. I didn’t say I didn’t want you to leave the loft, but you knew what I meant.”
“Captain, I’m sorry. She has those blue eyes.”
“You followed her like a puppy because she has blue eyes.”
“Superhero-blue eyes like laser beams that take over a man’s mind.”
Drew rubbed at his temple; he knew exactly what Thad meant. Allie was irresistible, with her cute charm and those eyes that could drop-kick a man into the next time zone.
“Get out of here. I expect you at the briefing at thirteen-thirty.”
“Yes, sir.”
Drew walked over to Allie.
“The sofa wasn’t delivered at the time the delivery company said it would be, and I had to find the correct place for it in the room, didn’t I?”
He said nothing as he took her arm and pulled her up from the chair.
“Wow, you look mad. Are you mad?”
Drew still said nothing as he started to pull her toward the door.
“Okay, he’s mad. Did anyone ever tell you that you look, like, überscary when you get mad? Mad-dog-killer scary.”
Jason started to follow.
“Drew, I’m not finished here.” Allie dug in her heels and since Drew had no intention of bruising her arm, he stopped.
“We don’t have time for decorating, Allie.”
“Don’t say it like that. It’s my job. My livelihood. I’ve already accepted a retainer from Lily. She’s an ‘It Girl,’ Drew. Do you know what this will do for my business?”
“Do you remember Watchdog and what you have already agreed to, Allie? I didn’t twist your arm.”
“No, that is true. You didn’t. Wait, please.” Her resistance pulled him to another stop.
“Let me explain,” she continued. “This is the kind of thing that I do. I leap before I look. Truly. Ask my family if you don’t believe me,” she said bitterly. “I’m not proud of it. I’m quirky like that, but I do want to go through with everything. I just need a few more minutes here. Don’t we have time?”
“Our time is going to quickly run out. I’ve gleaned some important information that you need to be briefed on.” Drew looked at Jason. “And your assistant here has something he also needs to tell you.”
“A second. I only need a second.” It was then that she looked at him with those blue eyes, so expressive, so deep he could get lost in them.
“Jason,” he said wearily. “Help me move this.”
Jason dutifully bent down and grabbed one end of the sofa.
It was bad enough that he caved about the damn sofa, but she also got him and Jason to hang a tapestry.
“Now the throw pillows and we’re—”
“I draw the line at throw pillows, Allie. It’s time to go.”
“All right,” she said in that scolding, narrow-eyed way that still made her look cute. She was probably trying to be a jungle cat, but was only turning out to be a little spitting kitten. He was skeptical that she could pull off the Gina Callahan persona.
They were all going to die.
She picked up the gold and brown pillows and set them on the sofa.
He walked out of the room that was shaping up into a fancy library and flipped open his phone. He punched in the phone number and waited for the call to go through.
“Yeah,” Damian Frost’s cool Irish accent was evident in his low voice coming through the phone. In the unofficial covert-ops business, he was known as a shadow warrior: unconventional, with long dark hair held in a ponytail, enigmatic, a man of very few words and deadly actions. Drew would have called him a global vigilante except for his dedication to his own rigid code of conduct and his ability to carry out missions with almost no violence. Reported to have once been part of the IRA, he had devoted his life to busting arms dealers, also he was the most amazing info-gathering hacker Drew had ever met.
“I need you to check someone out for me.”
“Shoot.”
“Kyoto—goes by the name Jason Kyoto. I think he is, or was, yakuza. I saw a tattoo just below his collarbone. I’d stake my life he’s full Japanese, but he speaks English like he was born and raised here. I want to know what he eats for lunch, Frost.”
“You got it. I’ll see you at one-thirty.”
Drew checked on Allie who was now in deep discussion with Jason. Drew didn’t have to guess what they were talking about. Her expression was one of utter betrayal. Allie looked pale and shaken.
Her blue eyes got brighter and Drew felt something, very near to where his heart might be, turn over. He resented Kyoto. He resented that this news made Allie look as if she didn’t know who she was or where to turn. He should be worrying about how it would affect her role-playing and her effectiveness in the mission at hand. He was her trainer. He was a fool to think that he could be her harbor, her rock. Yet, that was exactly what he wanted to be.
She turned away from Jason and met Drew’s eyes, looking very much like a woman whose world had crumbled.
He called to her. “Allie, let’s go. Now.”
The autocratic tone stiffened her spine and dried her tears, just as he had hoped it would. She marched across the room and out the door. Drew could almost feel sorry for Jason as he watched her go with his heart in his eyes. It was obvious to Drew that Jason cared about Allie. Interesting. What did a possible former yakuza know about caring and decency? The kid was a mystery and Drew did not like mysteries, especially where Allie was concerned.
He jerked his head when Jason looked at him and the kid followed them out.
 
“ARE YOU okay?” Drew asked Allie after he’d gotten into the driver’s seat of his car and closed the door. Jason followed them out and straddled a sleek red motorcycle right behind Drew’s car. She realized that he had no intention of letting her out of his sight.
Breathe or faint, Allie told herself, knowing it had to be one or the other. She was trembling inside, which she hated, and she couldn’t seem to get her mind around what Jason had just told her in Lily Walden’s library.
Drew drove back to the loft since it was nearly noon. After parking, he led Allie, with Jason trailing, to the deli Allie had mentioned in her note to grab some sandwiches before the meeting with Damian and Leila. The Westwood Building was within walking distance.
“Why is he here, Drew?”
“He’s your bodyguard, Allie. You tell me.”
“He answered an ad in the paper. One my sister convinced me to put in. She said I worked too hard. I really needed an assistant. I didn’t know he’d come with a gun strapped to his chest and lies on his lips.”
“Allie, Callie just wants to keep you safe,” Jason said as calmly and serenely as if he were channeling the Dalai Lama.
“I trusted you. I thought you were a gay designer. Come to find out you’re a straight bodyguard. One my secret-agent sister hired. Man, this sounds like some freaking movie.”
“You don’t have to do this,” Jason said.
She could barely look at Jason’s face and the naked pain in his eyes.
“Yes, I do,” she said, as she collapsed into a booth isolated from the lunch crowd. She let out a breath she’d accidentally held. She wasn’t going to walk away from this mess and leave him to handle it. She wasn’t going to walk away from him, no matter what. This was one job she was going to see through to the end.
It hurt that her sister hadn’t confided in her. Hadn’t trusted her enough to tell her about Jason, to be honest with her. And Jason…he’d betrayed her. Even looking at him now, she was feeling stupid. How could she have missed his street-wise eyes, his hard, honed body, the way he held himself? Just like Drew. He said he was a ninja and she’d never even seen it. Oh, it was all so overwhelming. But as awful as Jason’s betrayal was, it was nothing compared to the trouble she was in, right now between her pseudo-secret-agent status and Drew Miller’s sex appeal.
One look at him and a hundred other memories came flooding back. He’d slowly, methodically brought her to orgasm before she’d even known his name. When he’d kissed her in a bathroom downtown, she’d melted with pleasure and need. Absolutely melted.
Her gaze dropped to his mouth, and her blush grew even hotter. No man had ever kissed her like Drew Miller—long and slow and wet, and deep, as though his next breath depended on her kiss. His mouth fitted hers as if they were made for each other. His body was so strong and hard up against her, moving against her. She could have kissed him forever.
Drew said, “Why don’t you give her some time? We have a lot to get to today.”
The sheer concern in his voice startled her out of her reverie, and with effort, she forced herself to meet his eyes again. He looked lethal with his tough-guy clothes, tousled hair and beard-shadowed jaw, and he obviously needed a reality check on one of the less-pleasant facts of life, one she would have thought he’d known.
“I can’t leave her. I’ve already lost her once.”
The sheer self-condemnation in Jason’s voice cut into her. She almost rose and put her arms around him to comfort him. This was all so real, so not fun. Allie preferred her life to be uncomplicated and easy. That had all changed now that Drew had stepped into her life and she’d agreed to an alias.
“I’ll take care of her. I give you my word.”
The sound of Drew’s voice made her shiver inside. Hot mouth, even hotter hands all over her. The heated memory wouldn’t go away. From the moment she’d woken to find a huge, gorgeous Aussie bodyguard in the loft to now, that one memory of their kiss had set her pulse pounding.
Too bad he’d pulled away. Too bad he’d gone all secret-agent-in-charge on her again. She wondered what his story was. What kept him from taking what he wanted with her? She couldn’t quite understand.
She had every intention of working on the problem until she did.
They ate in silence. When the meal was done, Drew took Jason aside and talked to him quietly. Allie waited at the table.
Jason gave her one more glance, but she couldn’t meet his eyes. Not now. She turned away until he left. Her sister and now Jason. It was too much to take in. Kidnapped, bamboozled into becoming Gina Callahan by a slick government agent and finding herself thoroughly intrigued by a very dangerous man was more than one person could handle in such a short time-span.
It was easy to let all these concerns overshadow the one emotion she didn’t want to feel.
Fear.
Why had Callie felt it necessary to hire a bodyguard for her? Who was after Callie and why did it make Allie a target that needed protecting? Was Callie in the hospital because someone had tried to kill her? What if it wasn’t an accident as Watchdog thought?
“The meeting starts in fifteen minutes. Let’s get going.”
They walked in silence to the Westwood Building. It was convenient that the loft was so nearby. Once inside, they obtained their visitor’s badges and proceeded to the conference room.
When they entered, it was empty, the other members expected in about ten minutes.
“Have you heard anything about how my sister is doing? I don’t even know who to call to get updates,” Allie said.
“There’s no change. Mark told me she’s being moved to Walter Reed. Anytime you want to know about Callie, ask and I’ll find out for you.”
“I’m so worried about her. I really want to be there for her.” She loved the way his eyes softened. It made her feel warm inside.
“Of course you do. It’s only natural.”
He pulled Allie into his arms. She went because she was feeling, oh, so lost with everything that was happening to her. “It’s just that we’ve never had secrets between us before. At least, I thought we hadn’t.” Her words were muffled with her face pressed to his chest.
“This business requires secrets. It’s how we do the job.”
His hand smoothed through her hair and it felt so good Allie had to wonder if this was the way he treated her sister. The question just popped out of her stupid mouth.
“How close were you with my sister?”
He stiffened against her and moved away. “Like I told you before, the chemistry just wasn’t there. We’re more like brother and sister.”
“She’s more your type.”
“How do you know what my type is, Allie? You don’t know me.”
“I know some things about you. I know that you care about your country and you do your best to protect its citizens. You’re dedicated and skilled. And your lips are so soft. I have to confess that I can’t get that kiss out of my mind, Drew. I want more.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“No. It probably isn’t a good idea, but I’m not known for my good ideas. Am I?”
“You’re settled in LA. You have a business and friends. I’m nothing like that, Allie. I go where jobs are and face danger every day. Getting involved with me is a bad decision. I’m here today, gone tomorrow.”
“So?”
“So you’re not Callie, even though you pretend to be.”
She turned away.
“Allie, wait…I didn’t mean—”
“I know what you meant. Wacky Allie. Can’t remember important meetings. Goes off on a tangent. Doesn’t have a freaking clue she has a ninja bodyguard. But she does have skills. She can force scary secret agents into moving around furniture.”
Drew chuckled. He couldn’t help it. The memory of Thad dragging that tiny sofa around while Allie directed him was priceless.
“What’s so funny?”
“You are.”
She came closer to him warily. “I think you like that about me.”
“I like way too much about you.”
She reached up and touched his lips with her fingertips, knowing her own mouth was one of the most sensitive places on her body. She wanted to feel him, drink him in through her skin.
She held his dark-eyed gaze and heat coiled low in her belly.
She pressed on his mouth with her thumb, a slow, hot glide across his soft, made-for-kissing mouth. “Don’t make me beg.”
She hadn’t expected that drowning would feel so delicious. But she was drowning. Drowning in desire and confusion—and desire kept winning, every second, every heartbeat.
“Beg, just a few words, Allie.”
“Please, Drew. Kiss me. I want it so…”
She didn’t finish her sentence as the word much got muffled. Slanting his lips across hers, he sought entrance with his tongue. She responded immediately with a gasp of pleasure, and he took the kiss home, slipping inside and giving her a piece of heaven.
The danger of what she’d decided to do seemed to hit her with a force that was felt. The realization added a dark thrill to the whole heart-stopping experience of having Drew make love to her mouth. She didn’t know what else to call what he was doing. It was more than a kiss, more than any kiss she’d ever been given. The slow, deliberate sucking on her tongue was meant without a doubt to make her think of a far more intimate act.
And she was—shameless. The feel of him in her mouth, the taste of him, was intoxicating, dizzying. He set her on fire with his kiss. Every inch of her wanted more. It was crazy. Crazy and hot and utterly sexual in a way she’d thought she would never know except in her fantasies—but the reality of it was much more intense, the silkiness of his hair sliding through her fingers, the rough edge of his jaw beneath her palm, the strength of his arms wrapped around her. In her fantasies, everything was safe. She was in charge. With him, nothing was safe. The pure physical energy of him was a force to be reckoned with. He was powerful, dangerous and unpredictably seductive. She didn’t know what was going to happen next….
Drew pulled away and swore vehemently. She wasn’t sure if it was because he’d succumbed to the craziness that was going on between them or because they had to stop.
The door to the conference room opened and a man stepped through, and Allie felt an instinctual need to be extremely careful. Of all the operatives she’d met up until now, including Drew, only this one made her feel almost as if someone had let a tiger loose in the room.
He was tall and well-built. His dark hair was pulled severely back off a very handsome face, almost unbelievably handsome. His black eyes were alert and full of warnings.
Allie suddenly felt a need to flee.
“We’ve got trouble,” the man said.
Drew scrubbed at his face. “Tell me something I don’t know,” he said, looking at Allie.
Allie wanted to shrink into an insignificant spot on the floor. For the first time since this roller-coaster ride had started, she wished she’d never heard about Watchdog. She wished that her sister was simply a buyer for Neiman Marcus, and that she herself could go there right now and treat herself to a pair of the most expensive shoes she could find—and be normal.


5

“YOU LOOK just like your sister,” Frost said. He had a secretive expression and world-weary eyes.
Allie swallowed and tried to smile, but it felt unnatural on her face.
Locking those scary eyes on her, Frost set down a garment bag, a suitcase and a laptop. He went to a table in the front of the room and hooked up the computer. He then sat down in one of the conference-room chairs. Thad and Leila arrived shortly after Damian. Leila was an exotic beauty, with a tinge of an accent.
Drew did the introductions and briefed the group that they were going to go through with the AK-47 buy that would, he hoped, nab them the Ghost.
“Frost has something he needs to brief us on.” Drew filled Thad and Leila in on what had transpired that morning between Drew and Allie’s assistant as they all settled around the conference table with cups of coffee.
“Allie’s design assistant, Jason Kyoto, is Akira Kyoto and you’re right Drew, he was yakuza.”
With a remote, Frost turned on his computer and Jason’s picture flashed up on a screen.
Damian Frost’s musical Irish accent seemed wrong on such a dark man, as if the night had swallowed him whole and spat him back out. Allie sat close to Drew, keeping Damian Frost in her sight. She just felt better next to Drew.
“He’s no longer in the yakuza?” Drew asked.
“No. He’s out and he’s being paid very well by Callie Carpenter.”
Her sister’s picture flashed up on the screen and Allie was surprised at her sister’s appearance. She looked so different with short black hair.
“That we already know.”
“Do you?” Frost asked, his gaze landing on Allie again.
Allie looked down to her hands. His eyes were so intent, as if the sheer power of them could burn her.
“Why are you afraid of me, lass? I won’t hurt you.”
Startled, she looked back up. Frost was staring at her and there was regret in his eyes. “I only eat little girls for lunch when I’m really hungry.”
The fear and wariness drained out of her at his teasing. A kind tiger? Who would have guessed?
Frost drank from his cup and addressed Drew. “Like the Mafia, the yakuza in recent years have been forced to lower their standards when recruiting new members, and as a result some feel that they are neither as organized, nor as powerful as they once were. In the past, choice recruits came from the traditional bakuto and tekiya. That’s the gambler and peddler classes, but today a rebel spirit and a willingness to commit crime for an oyabun, the head of the yakuza family, is all that is necessary to join the yakuza ranks. Most new members currently come from the bosozuku. In English, that means speed tribes, basically street punks known for their love of motorcycles.”
“So, Kyoto was a bosozuku? What does that have to do with Callie?” Drew asked.
“Akira Kyoto was a street rat who had quite a reputation as a modern-day Robin Hood.”
“He stole from the rich to give to the poor?” Thad asked.
“Aye, until he went into the yakuza,” Damian replied.
“Why would a modern-day Robin Hood hook up with Sir John?” Leila asked.
“Exactly what I thought. Kyoto’s interesting, but I think there’s something you really need to know about Callie,” Frost said, glancing at Allie. She felt her insides freeze up. Whatever he had to say, it wasn’t good. She could see it in those intense eyes.
“If this concerns the mission, we all need to know,” Drew said.
“It concerns the mission, Captain, since whatever happened between Kyoto, Callie and the yakuza stemmed from this particular deal.”
“Tell us, Frost.”
“Callie brokered a deal with Kyoto’s oyabun, Fudo Miyagi.”
A picture of a middle-aged Japanese man filled the screen. Allie thought he had mean eyes and didn’t look as if he ever smiled.
“We are aware that she would broker many deals to seal her cover. It’s routine,” Drew explained.
“I agree, if this was routine. It’s not. It was a huge shipment and Callie never collected a dime.”
“So she gave up a shipment. Maybe it was a good-faith effort?” Allie said, her voice sounding defensive.
“I don’t think so. Something went down the day the shipment changed hands. There were reports of gunfire and dead yakuza according to a police report. And, here’s the rub—neither the shipment nor the incident were mentioned in Callie’s field report. Right after that, Akira Kyoto severed his ties with the yakuza.”
“She got him out. Usurped the oyabun’s authority.” Leila said decisively.
“She wouldn’t need to get Kyoto out,” Thad said. “The yakuza is more like a club than an organization. A member can leave at any time. No, what Callie did for Kyoto was personal. I’d say if there’s a threat against Callie’s life, it stems from Fudo Miyagi. If he lost face that day—”
“He’d be out to restore it,” Drew supplied the answer. “Kyoto mentioned Miyagi’s name to me. Frost, look into Callie’s hit-and-run in France and dig deeper. Find out what went down that day and how Kyoto plays a part in it. If there’s a threat to Callie’s life, I need to know who I’m dealing with and why. Allie needs that information to portray Gina Callahan.”
“Aye, agreed. What about Kyoto? Do you want me to neutralize him?”
“No. Leave Kyoto to me.”
Damian nodded. “You can count on me, Captain.”
Allie said, “You don’t seem surprised. You already suspected it was an attempt on her life, didn’t you?”
“It’s too much of a coincidence that a simple hit and run took down Callie. Something else is going on here. However, that’s the least of our worries right now. The Ghost knows about the accident. His second in command contacted me this morning after you fell asleep. That’s where I was. Frost.”
A picture of a man flashed on the screen. He was handsome and well-built with a look that spoke volumes about hard living.
“What did he want?”
“He wanted to know if the rumors were true and Gina was dead. I told him that you were alive and kicking and ready and able to put the deal together. He wants to see you and insisted that you show up in a public place.”
“Where?”
“There’s a party at the British Consulate in four days. You’re to be there and the Ghost will give you his terms for the shipment of military weapons we have for sale.”
“I have four days to learn how to be Gina Callahan?”
“We can keep your contact to a minimum. It’ll be quick and dirty and then we’ll get out of there. I picked the consulate. The Brits will make sure to search everyone before they go in, so there’ll be no weapons.”
“Frost, bring up that file Mark sent you. Allie, pay close attention. We’re going over Gina’s acquaintances, friends, business associates, including her former boyfriend, Spike. You’ll have time to study it later in more detail.”
Once they went through the file, Drew said, “That’s about it for today. I’ll meet you all at the Watchdog training facility in thirty minutes. Don’t be late. I also want you there tomorrow at 0600. Allie will need plenty of practice and an introduction to weapons.”
 
WHEN THEY exited the building, Jason was standing on the sidewalk.
“I want to be a part of this, Miller. Callie would want me involved. One more layer of protection for Allie.”
“She could use it,” Drew admitted.
“C’mon, man.”
“Follow us, but keep in mind, Kyoto, that I’m the team leader. What I say goes.”
Jason gave a curt nod.
Thirty minutes later, Allie asked, “What is this place?” They pulled through a manned security gate located in an isolated area just on the outskirts of LA.
This used to be Camp Walker, named for General Walton H. Walker, who got the nickname Patton’s Bulldog in the Second World War. It’s a decommissioned fort that Watchdog has taken over. The main training complex has three dormitory buildings, a dining hall, a library, a classroom building, administrative offices, a large gymnasium and an obstacle course called Bulldog Run that is normally used by trainers to get new recruits into shape.”
“Am I going to run an obstacle course?”
“No, Allie. We need to focus more on self-defense and get you up to speed on the world of spies and covert operatives.”
“Thank you. I usually only run if someone’s chasing me.”
They pulled up to a squat white building with no markings and nothing to indicate it was a gym facility.
“It’s so nondescript,” Allie said.
“It’s meant to be that way.”
Pulling into a space, Drew and Allie exited the car and entered the facility.
She went into the women’s locker room and took off her hoodie and sweatpants, revealing a T-shirt and shorts beneath. Shivering slightly, she grabbed a hand towel off a table by the door and exited the locker room.
Drew was waiting for her and he led her to a room with pads on the walls and floor. Thad and Leila were sparring and warming up. Jason was looking crestfallen, leaning against the wall and Frost was stretching.
Drew turned to her and indicated that she should fold into a sitting position. “How much self-defense training do you have?”
“Not much. I took a course with LAPD about three years ago when I was in college.”
“That’s good. Let’s face it. Five days of training isn’t going to get you squat. What we can do here is to teach you some skills that’ll give you live individuals to practice on, and make you more prepared to help yourself if you get into a hairy situation.”
“I don’t want to get into any hairy situations, Drew.”
“I know, but it pays to be prepared. Self-defense is about using your brains, not your brawn. In fact, the tough part is your mind. Self-defense is about your body being yours and no one else’s, about making your own choices and controlling your own life, and about doing whatever is necessary to stop other people from hurting you. Self-defense is not about hitting and kicking people.”
“So I have to be some kind of Jedi Knight and use my mind to back them off?”
Thad chuckled and Frost looked at Allie, his dark, un-readable eyes hooded.
Allie shifted and said, “Sorry, I know this is serious. I really do, but it makes me crazy and I respond with jokes.”
Drew leaned forward. “This is dead serious and you’re not cut out for this, but we’ve got to make a bad situation work for us.”
“Gee, thanks for the confidence, Obi-Wan,” Allie said, deadpan.
Drew gave Allie a look that made her sit up straighter.
“Okay,” she said. “I’m listening.”
“What I’m going to teach you is simple. These techniques are for escape and evasion. There are other things you can do with them, but the main idea here is to give yourself some room to run, and some time to do it. Let’s talk about strike points.” He stood.
Allie followed suit.
“You already know where they are and what they do. You’ve known since grade school. If you poke someone in the eye, in the throat, hit them with a palm on the bridge of the nose, strike to the groin, kick them in the front or side of the knee—these will all hurt, distract, whatever—and it works on everyone. None of these points are covered by muscle, fat or any kind of padding. Size and condition doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is how hard you strike.”
Thad moved in next to Drew wearing full body armor, with catcher’s-mitt-like pads covering his hands.
“I’m going to demonstrate each move and I want you then to try it. Remember, strike as hard as you can. Thad is protected and won’t feel a thing.”
“Have a good go, sheila.” Thad grinned.
“You want me to strike at his face?”
“I’ll use the pads,” Thad assured her. “No worries.”
“To strike at the eyes and throat put your index and third finger together, curl the others to the palm.”
He took her hand in his to show her the correct positioning. It was the first time he’d touched her since he’d kissed her in the conference room, and she was electrified by his touch.
She wanted him, and it had been so long, so very long since a man’s touch had made her feel it to her core; a whole new level of thrill went through her. Her options were dwindling fast. Not that he wasn’t a gentleman. He was, and no one had more control of himself than Drew—just the thought of all that control was enough to make her want him even more.
He took a breath, letting her know that she wasn’t the only one affected by this sexy thing between them, this hot, sizzling chemistry that worked like a drug.
“Don’t hyperextend your fingers, merely hold them rigid. Strike straight forward into the eye or right above the hollow of the throat.” He caressed her fingers into a spear-like configuration.
He demonstrated by jabbing toward Thad’s face and Thad brought up the catcher’s-mitt-like pad. Drew’s strike went straight into the thick protective pad.
“For the throat jab, don’t strike directly into the hollow, strike about one-half to three-quarters of an inch above it.”
Drew put his full force into the strike and Thad used the pad to block. When he indicated she should do it, Allie moved into position and put all the energy she could muster into the strike.
When her fingers hit the pad, Drew nodded. “That’s good, but don’t pull your punch.” He touched her shoulder and moved his hand down her arm, giving her goose bumps. “The force comes from putting your body into it, letting it flow from your shoulder down into your fingers. It’ll only be effective if you disable someone. When he’s down, you move out double-time.”
She nodded.
“For striking at the bridge of the nose—”
“Can’t that kill a person?”
“Yes, it can, Allie, but in our business it’s kill or be killed. It’s a good aggressive move, but if you have to use this move, you won’t be on the offensive. Hit and run. That’s what we’re after here.”
“It scares me, Drew,” she said.
Leila snorted, Frost shook his head and Jason looked disapproving.
Thad gave her a sympathetic look.
“Captain, this is a mistake.” Leila moved forward. “What was Murdoch thinking? She’s a liability any way you look at it.”
“He made the decision because Callie Carpenter is lying in a French hospital unable to fulfull her mission. We’re very close to getting the Ghost. Allie’s participation is a necessary evil.”
“There you go again, being so positive,” Allie said. She turned to Leila. “It’s true that I’ve never done this before, but that doesn’t mean I can’t. I’m capable, but all this cloak-and-dagger stuff scares me. At least I’m honest.”
Leila turned away in disgust. “And what’s with scowling boy over there? What’s in it for him?”
“My sister hired him to protect me,” Allie answered, feeling the need to defend Jason even though she was still mad at him.
“You heard him. He wants to become part of the team,” Drew said quietly, a warning in his voice.
Leila sauntered away from Drew and his warning. “A slot that has to be earned,” she said.
Jason pushed off the wall. “You want a piece of me, kifujin samurai?”
“Lady Warrior. I like that. I want to see what you’ve got.” Leila smirked.
“I got plenty, kanojo. But martial arts aren’t about violence.” Jason squared his shoulders and clenched his fists.
“We’ve got ourselves a Japanese monk.” Leila scoffed.
He walked up to her and bent to look her in the eyes. “Believe me. I am no monk.”
“No. You’re a yakuza.” Leila raised her chin, her gaze never wavering, a quiet challenge for Jason to defend himself.
Allie gasped.
Jason’s lips tightened, but he said nothing. He pulled the black T-shirt over his head, revealing the extensive tattoo of a dragon he had on his body along with blue clouds, maple leaves and gorgeous cherry blossoms.
The colorful inked pattern covered him from collarbone to waist where the design disappeared into the loose-fitting black pants he wore. Allie wondered exactly how far down the tattoo went.
Leila studied the markings as she circled him. “Tattoos have always been an important part of the Hawaiian culture. Although I’m part Colombian, I recognize the meanings. Hawaiians embrace them as a form of celebration, a means of self-expression and membership in a tribe.”
Jason moved his head to keep her in his sight. “Mine signals that I was part of a tribe, but not the one you think.”
“Speed tribe?” she sneered. “Still a bunch of thugs.”
Jason’s eyes narrowed, but instead of getting tenser, he relaxed more.
“You shouldn’t speak about things you don’t understand.”
Drew said very softly, “Leila, you would be the last person I would expect to throw stones.”
She turned to him with a stricken expression. Her face flushed with shame and her eyes flashed with anger. Allie understood. It was Leila’s shame that drove her to attack Jason. It reminded Leila of her own dishonor. Whatever that was.
“I would test him, Captain. It’s my right as part of the team just as it’s part of Allie’s training to learn self-defense. I know who I’m working with in her—a novice. But this man is untested.”
Drew looked at Jason. “What do you say, kid?”
“I’m no kid. I lost that distinction a long time ago, Miller,” Jason said.
“Your call, then.”
“I will fight her, but I don’t need to prove myself to anyone.”
Allie wished she could be as sure and confident as Jason, faced with all these lethal people.
“What do you say, 893?” Leila taunted.
Allie whispered in Drew’s ear, “Why did she call him that?”
“The yakuza are proud to be outcasts, and the word yakuza reflects the group’s self-image as society’s rejects. In regional dialect ya means eight, ku means nine, and sa means three, numbers that add up to twenty, which is a losing hand in the card game, hana-fuda. The word means flower cards. The yakuza are the ‘bad hands of society,’ a characterization they embrace in the same way that American bikers prominently tattoo the slogan Born to Lose on their biceps.”
“Oh, so she’s not being nice.”
“No, she’s not. Jason will have to hold his own.”
“He’s twice her size.”
“Here’s where you’ll see that size and strength don’t matter.”
Leila attacked as soon as Jason bowed, but he was ready for her and flipped her onto her back with such a calm, controlled move, Allie was astonished and impressed.
Before he moved away, he sent his hand over Leila’s shoulder and down her arm. “You have soft skin, kanojo.”
Leila stood and laughed, not the reaction that Allie had expected. “Not bad, 893, not bad. You can stop calling me sweetheart. It’s distracting while I kick your ass.”
She came in low and, with one smooth move grabbed his fingers and had him down to the mat. He whirled his body, broke her hold and was easily on his feet, but not before his hand gently grabbed her ponytail, the strands of her dark hair filtering through his fingers. “Now we’re even, kifujin samurai,” Jason said quietly.
The look Leila gave Jason was one of anger and…desire? Allie wasn’t sure because Leila attacked again. They grappled, neither one giving any quarter, two hard, slick bodies battling for control. When Leila got the upper hand, she didn’t hesitate. She brought him down. When she had him on the mat, she bent down and kissed him full on the mouth. “How was that, koibito?”
Leila was sweating. Allie had a feeling that it took a lot to make this woman sweat.
Jason looked so hot there on his back, his chest heaving from his exertions, the delineation of muscle and smooth skin covered in a sheen of sweat. He seemed lethal. His dark eyes held the secrets of the Orient, promises of both pleasure and pain. His hair spread out on the mat, gloriously black, streaked with red, wet at the tips.
Leila felt it. Allie could see it in her breathing and in her eyes as she stared down at him for a moment. He was an anime hero come to life.
“Lover?” he asked.
“In your dreams,” Leila replied.
“I’d prefer anywhere, anytime, babe,” he said, then Jason smiled, stunning Leila for a second, Allie was sure. Allie had been the victim of that man’s smile when he was working for her. When she’d thought he was gay and she didn’t have a chance with him. His smile could win any woman’s heart.
With a move that only a pretzel could do, Jason rose and threw Leila off. When she came at him again, he manhandled her like a master, his hands all over her until Leila was swearing and growling like a beast.
Jason went in with a smooth move and threw Leila. Allie gasped as the woman flew toward her. Allie tried to move out of the way, but it was too late. Leila rammed into her, a stunning blow to the left side of Allie’s body. Leila’s momentum slammed Allie into the wall and they both dropped like stones.
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THE VOICE came from somewhere on her right. She recognized it instantly—and it was definitely her sexy undercover watchdog. She quickly calculated the odds of spontaneously disappearing without a trace and figured they were pretty slim.
Too bad.
“Are you okay?”
“Yes,” she whispered, and then confessed, “No.” She didn’t have the strength to maintain a lie. Leila Mendez had rung her bell but good. Her shoulder throbbed and the side of her temple stung.
“Do you want some water?”
Drew helped her sit up and all four members were standing around her. Allie was mortified that she’d been knocked unconscious.
“Hey, Allie,” Jason hunkered down. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to get hurt.”
“Neither did I,” Leila said, chagrined. “I’m really sorry. But, girl, you can take a hit. You weren’t out for more than a few seconds.”
Great. She’d impressed the warrior lady with her KO stats. “Thanks. I think.” Allie wanted to stand, but was not sure she could.
She took the water Drew offered instead.
“Why don’t you all hit the showers and get out of here? Allie and I’ll meet you at the regular place.”
They filed out and Drew helped her stand.
“Are you sure you’re okay?”
“No, I’ve got the mother of all headaches.”
Drew walked over to his bag and pulled out a bottle of painkillers. “I always need to take some after a session with that bunch.”
A man with a plan that sounded like it could save her, which was his specialty, she guessed.
“They’re tough and scary,” Allie said, accepting the tablets from his open palm.
Her gaze rose to his mouth, and her blush grew even hotter. No one kissed like Drew Miller—long and slow, and wet and deep, like his next breath depended on her kiss, his mouth molding to hers as though they were made for each other, his body so strong and hard up against her, moving against her. She could have kissed him forever.
But things were getting complicated between them and she felt his withdrawal as keenly as she felt her headache deepen. “I’ll just go get a shower.” She limped out of the room with as much elegance and class as she could muster.
In the locker room, she sat down on a bench and tried to gather her composure. Jason was just as lethal as the others, maybe more so. He was a loose cannon, belonging to no one organization. She was thankful he was on her side. But a yakuza? Japan’s most notorious organized crime syndicate? He’d been part of that? A thug? She wasn’t sure she could ever trust him again.
What had her sister been thinking?
That sobered Allie. Callie would not have hired someone she neither trusted nor approved of, no matter what his skills were. Jason had somehow impressed her sister. Maybe when she was ready to forgive him for deceiving her, she’d ask him herself.
Allie thought about Callie lying in a hospital bed as a result of getting hit by a car that could have been driven by someone purposely trying to harm her sister. For some strange reason, all Allie could think about was the time when they’d run the three-legged race at a community festival. They had been way out in front, but Allie had tripped and fallen. Callie had forced her back up and they had ended up winning the race. Allie could never seem to follow through with anything, until she’d found design. Callie wouldn’t want her to quit, not when it was so important.
Allie rubbed at her thigh, which throbbed in tandem with where she’d been hit in the temple. She stripped out of her clothes, grabbed a towel and headed to the showers.
Once under the spray, all her emotions washed over her, emotions she hadn’t had an opportunity to absorb ever since this adventure started.
Her head turned toward a noise in the locker room. Had someone called her name? She turned off the water in the stall and opened the door to hear better.
“Allie?”
It was Drew’s voice. Had she taken too long in the shower? The water had felt so good.
“I’m in here.”
Drew walked in and her breath caught. It always did at the sight of him. He was wearing a deep red polo and a pair of tight, sexy jeans. His hair was damp and the five-o’clock stubble on his face only added a sense of danger to an already dangerous man.
Allie didn’t even have time to reach for a towel. He was there in front of her, pulling her against him, taking her mouth like a man who had been denied sustenance for too long.
She shuddered, a delightful, eager sensation as he maneuvered her up against the stall and closed the door behind them. His hand delved between her legs and pressed against her clit and she cried out into the heat of his mouth. She sucked in a stunned breath and moaned when he roughly stroked over her breasts and her nipples hardened into aching points. He squeezed and kneaded her flesh and delicately pinched her nipples between his fingers.
She bit her lower lip to keep from crying out in pleasure. He kept her spine locked against the wall, and clamped his hot, wet mouth over one rigid nipple, sucking while his other hand came up to fondle her other breast.
Swallowing a whimper, she closed her eyes and gripped his waist. His velvet-soft tongue licked and swirled and his teeth nibbled, sending waves of heat rolling through her. Long questing fingers grazed her belly, and he took a step back to give himself more room to release the snap on his jeans.
“I need you to touch me, Allie.”
“Take your shirt off, please.”
He pulled the fabric over his head and her hands came up against his powerful pectoral muscles. She flattened her palms and simply ran her hands over the hard sleekness of him.
He pinned her again, his hard chest against the points of her aching nipples. His hands framed the sides of her face, holding her still as his mouth took hers, open and hot. His silky tongue thrust deep and tangled with hers, and he crushed his chest to her breasts, the heat of his flesh branding her. Widening his stance so that his knees bracketed hers, he rolled his hips, grinding his rock-hard sex against the notch between her thighs.
She moaned into his mouth and flattened her hands on the wall behind her. He jerked at his jeans and pushed them down off his hips until he had them off and away.
Then he was kneeling in front of her, his mouth open, hot and wet on her belly, his tongue stroking over her hip, his teeth nipping her mound. Her sex pulsed, ached and throbbed for the touch of his tongue, the caress of his fingers, the long, heated thrust of his cock filling her. He splayed his hands on her bare legs, widening them and bit the sensitive inner flesh of her thighs, making her gasp and tremble. The stubble on his cheeks abraded her soft skin, adding to her heightening need.
His palms slid upward, and he delved his thumbs between the slick folds of her sex, separating her for the taking. She waited, her breath suspended in her lungs as he leaned forward and buried his tongue deep. He licked and circled her sex, pressing hard, retreating slowly, teasing her to the brink of her climax, only to let her orgasm ebb.
Her hands clenched in tight fists in her attempt to resist the frantic impulse to grab the back of his head and increase the pressure of his mouth, the friction of his tongue.
“Drew,” she said, and heard the desperation in her voice.
He looked up at her, his eyes dark and glittering with lust. “Tell me what you want, Allie.”
She lost her breath, the words trapped in her throat. He went back to tormenting her further, laving her, suckling her, but keeping her release just out of reach. The pleasure grew with every hot pass of his tongue, heat and tension building higher and stronger. Her head rested against the wall and her body arched into his ravenous mouth, striving for the peak that was so, so close.
He withdrew, and she whimpered at the loss of contact. “Tell me,” he ordered roughly, and licked her again. And again his tongue danced wickedly over her flesh, so skilled, warm and sleek.
Her frustration was so overwhelming, she sobbed and finally gave him what he demanded from her.
“Please,” she panted, barely able to speak, but knew the one word would not gain her what she yearned for. “Please make me come.”
A long, thick finger thrust inside her at the same time he closed his mouth over her clitoris and used the suctioning swirl of his tongue to draw her into a toe-curling, mind-bending, orgasm. A hoarse, ragged cry ripped from her throat as her climax crested and her entire body spasmed with the force of her release.
As soon as those internal ripples subsided and he stood, she went to her knees and took him directly into her mouth. He cried out and arched back at the suddenness of the pleasure. She moved her tongue around the broad, swollen head of his penis. His flesh was as hard as granite, textured like heated velvet and quivering with need.
She surrounded him with a silken caress of her tongue along the underside of his shaft.
She knew he was close to coming, she could taste the change in him, hot and salty, could feel the steady throb of the vein running along the underside of his cock, and his testicles were drawn up close to his body. A shudder rocked him, and she swirled her tongue over the engorged, sensitive tip, then closed her lips tightly over the crown and sucked, hard, pushing him higher, increasing his pleasure with each stroke of her mouth on his sex. He groaned, closed his eyes and pulled away from her.
His legs widened on either side of her as he lifted her up and onto his engorged cock.
She moaned straining toward him as much as her position would allow, eager to be filled by him.
He thrust into her and drove his hips up, the size and hot silken length of him stretching her as he impaled her to the hilt. She bit back a sharp cry, and he groaned and withdrew before plunging forward yet again, and again, moving against her.
He scraped his teeth along her shoulder, nipped at the side of her neck, and she whimpered as fiery, exquisite sensations spiraled down to her sex.
His face was taut with restraint, his unshaven jaw clenched, his expression a little savage. His hips pumped against hers, the muscles in his arms and down his back shifting and bunching beneath her roving hands each time he thrust deep.
A growl rolled up from his throat, and the length of him shuddered. He locked an arm around her waist, holding her still in ultimate control of her body, their movements and her pleasure.
He took her breast in his mouth and the skillful caress tore a low, ragged moan from her throat.
Her inner muscles clamped around him and she came in a long, shockingly intense orgasm.
He panted, sucking air into his lungs as he pushed into her higher, harder, deeper. Relentlessly. With a low primitive growl he finally surrendered to his own climax. He tossed back his head, thrust into her one last time, hard and fast, then stiffened. Her name tumbled reverently from his lips as his scalding release sent him over the sharp edge of pleasure and straight into the realm of mindless physical sensation.
Allie tried to calm her breathing as Drew slipped out of her.
“That’s going to bruise,” he said, his breathing just a tad ragged from having her up against the shower wall.
“What?” she replied, dumbfounded at the sensations that still moved through her, paralyzing her brain.
“Where you got hit.”
She raised her hand to her face and felt her swollen cheekbone.
“I’m sorry,” he looked so serious and grave.
She winced when her fingers touched a sensitive part of the bruise. “I should have been more careful.”
“No, not about…I was talking about the sex. I was like a bulldozer.”
“Oh, that.” She smiled and wrapped her arms around his neck. “I like a man who knows what he wants.”
“They should never have brought you into this.”
He closed his eyes and turned his face away and her heart did a flip at the forlorn sound of his voice. She meant something to him, and she couldn’t seem to help the thumpity-thump her heart made.
“But I chose to be in it. I’m in it up to my eyeballs.”
“Beautiful eyes. Expressive eyes.” He kissed the corners of her eyes, her cheekbones, careful with the sore one, the tip of her nose and her mouth.
“Flattery will get you everywhere,” she murmured against his lips.
His pocket started ringing. Drew grabbed the jeans from the wet floor and pulled out his cell. “Miller.”
He spoke into the phone, his dark, intense eyes flowing over her face and body like a river of fire.
He listened for a few seconds then covered the receiver. “Get some clothes on or there’ll be a round two.”
“And that’s bad because?”
His face relaxed into a genuine smile and Allie melted. Round two sounded great to her. Just then her stomach rumbled. “Way to kill a mood, huh?”
“Makes my point exactly. We need to get out of here and get something to eat. We’re meeting the team.”
“I hope there’s not going to be any more sparring. I don’t think I can take it.”
“Only verbal,” he said.
He slapped her butt as she slid past him and she yelped.
“Watch out, Agent Miller,” she said. “I know self-defense and I’m not afraid to use it.”
“That’s what I’m banking on, honey.”
She walked away, sobering and sighing when her stomach rumbled again. A chill zipped across her wet skin as she grabbed up her towel. This was for real. She was going to face a very dangerous man tomorrow night. She was going to pretend to be a very dangerous woman with something very illegal to sell. Two of his teammates were skeptical about her abilities and one was overtly vocal about her misgivings. And then there was wild-card Jason. She had to wonder again what his stake was in it all. What had Callie done for him that had landed her sister in hot water? Someone wanted her sister dead.
And that someone could be hunting her tomorrow night.
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THE SUN was just setting as they pulled up in front of Troppo.
“A dance bar?” Allie questioned. She didn’t know what to expect from a bunch of undercover operatives, but a dance bar hadn’t been it. She closed his car door and stood on the sidewalk, taking in the neon and the festive colors.
“Troppo’s owner is a friend of Thad Michaels. They served in the same unit. Leila likes to dance.” Drew shrugged. “It blows off steam for an upcoming mission. Leila can be wound tight sometimes.”
“No kidding. She’s got a thing for Jason.”
“She’ll cool down now that he’s proven himself.”
“No.” She gave him a pointed look. “A thing.”
That gave Drew pause. “Naw. Not Leila.”
Allie snorted. “Did you see the way she was looking at him when they were sparring and she kissed him?”
“No, I was watching Jason. He’s a master.”
“He was pretty impressive. I’ve never seen anyone move that fast.”
“I have.”
“Who?”
“Frost, but I think Jason might give him a run for his money.”
“Your team sure is interesting. A big tough Aussie, who is very much a marshmallow inside when it comes to women, a scary Irish dude who looks like an assassin, and a tightly wound jungle cat who, although small in stature, makes up for it with a tigress attitude.”
Drew pulled open the door and Allie looked up at him, thinking how handsome he was. His hair just drying, the dark ends curling up. She reached out and touched them, sliding her hands through the damp warmth.
“They’re all a bunch of international misfits, once on the wrong side of the law.” He leaned his face against the palm of her hand. “Michaels was Australian Special Forces who worked the black market and after he got out, he somehow got involved with saving the President’s life. I don’t know the whole story on that one,” he said when Allie opened her mouth to ask. “You’ll have to ask him. He’s worked freelance for the U.S. ever since. Frost’s former IRA, but gave up that cause to fight for the U.S. for his own reasons. Mendez was Colombian-born, but she has a Hawaiian mother. Leila was a Colombian narco-guerilla and after helping the DEA, she went freelance.”
“She’s extremely beautiful. Have you and she, ever…you know?” Allie felt a surge of jealousy like acid through her veins.
“Never, she’s a teammate. Unfortunately, I’m attracted to smart-mouthed, blond interior designers.” Drew arched a brow and grinned sharply.
She punched him in the arm. “Unfortunately? Who’s the smart mouth here?”
Large signs everywhere declared it was an open-mike night. A band was up on stage playing a very loud tune. People packed the place, but Allie saw Frost and Jason sitting at a table in the corner.
Allie and Drew made their way to the table. Jason and Frost both stood when she got there. Jason held the chair when she sat down. Somebody had taught them some manners in their misspent youths.
Leila and Thad came back to the table then and took seats, but Allie hardly noticed as Jason squatted near her chair and peered at her in the flashing light.
“You have a bruise on your face.”
“Don’t worry about it, Jason. It was an accident.” She put her hand on his arm and smiled at him. It was time to forgive him. He so needed it.
He blinked a couple of times and gave her a tentative smile back, unable to hide the relief he felt. “Does this mean I’m forgiven?”
“Yes, you’re forgiven and thank you for protecting me.”
“I don’t consider that done until you and Callie are both safe.”
He meant it. She could tell by the tone of his voice and the unflinching steadiness of his gaze. The warmth of his caring settled inside her. “Callie will never be safe unless she gets out of the business she’s in, Jason.”
“I meant from the threat you both face. Fudo Miyagi.”
“What do you know about that threat, Jason?” Drew asked.
“I wasn’t sure before, but I am now. Miyagi is after Callie to regain face.”
“What went down?”
“I met Callie as Gina, of course, when I was in the yakuza. She was doing a large transaction with him as a way to strengthen her cover. I had no idea she was a government agent.”
“What did she do to humiliate Miyagi?” Drew asked.
“She ruined his reputation and rescued the woman he made his slave,” Jason replied, his eyes lowering, his mouth tightening.
“Buying and selling women.” Allie muttered, horrified that in this century such a thing was possible.
“It’s big money in the East. A lot of girls and women are kidnapped from their families in the Philippines, China, Vietnam, Korea and Japan.”
“Who’s the woman?” Leila asked, her exotic eyes caressing Jason’s face. His gaze was on the floor in front of him as he rose and sat down next to Allie. He just sat with his hands braced on the table, broad shoulders hunched, gaze fixed on a beer bottle in front of him. His expression was hard, closed and remote as if he had retreated to some dark place of solitude—or torment—within himself.
“She’s my sister.”
“That’s why you joined the yakuza. To save your sister.” Leila whispered as if only to herself.
“It was the only way I knew how. You have no idea how powerful they are. What they take they intend to keep, even if it’s an eighteen-year-old girl. Even if it’s against her will.”
Everyone around the table was silent. Leila got up abruptly and walked away. On the dance floor, she grabbed a man and they began to dance. Jason watched her, that hungry look in his eyes that Allie had seen while they were sparring.
“What did Callie want in return?” Frost asked.
“Information about the organization’s shipments. One in particular was a large shipment of handheld rocket-propelled grenades destined for Iraq. It was the real mission. She also made it a condition that I must leave the yakuza, which was easy for me to agree to as I only joined to rescue my sister. I didn’t think that it effectively limited my access to Miyagi. Callie told me that I wouldn’t want his blood on my hands. She was right. What he did to my sister was heinous and barbaric, but in the long run, there would have been no honor in taking his life.”
“She’s right, Jason,” Frost said. “Revenge isn’t a reason to kill someone. It gives you no peace.”
“There’s more,” Drew said.
“Aye,” Frost said. “Miyagi lost face, big-time.”
Jason nodded and said, “Saving face means maintaining a good image, often in spite of adverse circumstances. The night we hit Miyagi was devastating to him. He lost the rocket launchers he promised to his client and these are people you do not cross. I can’t imagine what he had to do to appease them. He lost his son’s life by trusting Gina. Losing a son is a big deal in Japan because so much was invested in him. He was slated to take over the business. He also lost my sister—a woman who had the audacity to escape from him. The fact that Gina is a woman, as well, is even worse. His reputation was damaged, and in the gun-running world, his reputation is all he has. The only way he can regain face is to kill Gina. Everyone respects that in the world I live in. If he doesn’t kill her, he’s done.”
“And you?” Frost asked. “What part did you play?”
“She made me stay out of it so that I couldn’t be blamed. She brought me my sister and made arrangements for her to come to the U.S. and disappear. That’s when she told me her real name and that she worked for Watchdog. She knew what the score was and that Miyagi would probably come after her. She hired me to protect Allie.” Jason rubbed the back of his neck. His eyes were full of the gratitude he had for Callie Carpenter and the bravery and compassion she’d shown to him.
“So you haven’t seen your sister in all this time?” Thad asked in a low voice.
“No. It’s to protect her. If Miyagi knows where she is, he’ll try to get her back.”
Allie took in a quick, hard breath.
Thad raised his beer bottle. “To Callie.”
Everyone replied and clinked their bottles. “To Callie.”
“Hey, pass the fries, Wizard,” Frost said.
“Wizard? Why did you call him that?”
“That’s his nickname. He’s the Wizard of Oz. We all have them. It’s a military/operative thing,” he said, stuffing a fry in his mouth.
“What is Drew’s?”
“Captain America.”
“That’s why you call him Captain.”
“Yeah.”
“And yours?”
“Dublin.” Frost shrugged.
“What about Leila?”
“Five-O,” Leila said as she sat down, her face flushed from dancing.
“I want a nickname, too.”
“How about Tinkerbelle?” Drew suggested.
“That doesn’t sound dangerous.”
“I don’t know,” Frost said, “she seemed like a vicious little pixie to me. She sure didn’t like Wendy and had no qualms about selling her out to the lost boys.”
“You know Peter Pan?”
“The author was a Scottish bloke, wasn’t he? My ma read it to me in Ireland when I was a wee lad.”
“Oh, I see.” Allie said, warming up to the name. “I like it. Wait, what about Jason? He needs one, too.”
“No, I don’t,” Jason said, leaning back in his chair.
“Kid Kamikaze,” Leila said, looking at him for the first time since he’d told his story.
Jason rolled his eyes.
After about an hour of watching people dance, Allie felt herself begin to fade, even if it wasn’t late. Drew threw down money and took her by the arm. “Time to go, Tinkerbelle, or is it Sleeping Beauty?”
She didn’t protest, just smiled sweetly at him.
At the loft doors, he kissed her. “You know Prince Charming woke Sleeping Beauty with a kiss.” Allie smiled.
“Are you awake?” Drew asked wickedly.
“Hi-ho, hi-ho, it’s off to bed we go?”
He laughed as he pulled her into the loft.
 
FOR THE NEXT two days, Allie was drilled by all the team members until she fell into bed at night thoroughly exhausted. She would have to make time to talk to Drew about Lily’s house. She must finish that project and do it soon.
When Drew roused her on the third day of her training, she groaned with the muscle aches and the bruises on her body. “Please, no more.”
“Allie, no more physical training, I promise, but we’ve got more to teach you—how to communicate back to the team safely, how to use the transmitting device that will go in your ear, mission codes and procedures. Oh, by the way, Frost called. He was able to trace the car—the one that hit your sister.”
“This is all so surreal.”
“Mark called and said that your sister is doing much better. She wanted to talk to you, but it’s not a good idea to agitate her at this point.”
“When can I see her?”
“In a day or two, once you’ve completed the mission. It’s best to minimize your contact for now.”
Allie nodded, happy that her sister was improving. She wished she could speak to her but knew she didn’t want her sister to worry. Allie rose and got dressed.
When she sat down at the breakfast bar, Drew put down a plate of waffles in front of her. Allie forked up a bite and chewed, and then said, “I don’t think I can stuff any more information into my head. What’s next?”
“You’re going to learn the difference between role-playing and acting.”
“There’s a difference?”
“Yes. One will get you in. The other will get you killed.”
“Then it’s really important to outline which one I should be doing.”
“Role-play. Undercover work is not at all like acting,” he said. “Undercover officers are taught to role-play. The difference is that while actors can take time to learn their lines, undercover officers have to immerse themselves in a role and be able to respond to constantly changing circumstances.
“Anything that you say or do can compromise your safety, the other people working with you, as well as jeopardize the mission. Actors get a chance to stop, rehearse their lines and call time-out and reshoot if they make a mistake. We don’t get that option. We get dead.”
“Drew, I’d rather go back to kissing you. That was a whole lot more fun.”
“Uh.” He ran his hands through his hair and gave her a don’t-go-there look. “I was trying to not think about that, Allie.”
“Maybe you’d better start calling me Gina. Does that help?”
“No. It doesn’t help, but it’s a good idea.”
“So who is this crazy chick my sister portrays?”
“She doesn’t portray her, Allie. She is her.”
“Okay. Who is she? What does she like to wear?”
“Check out the garment bag and the suitcase Frost dropped off the other day. That’s her stuff.”
Allie went over to the suitcase and opened it. Clothing fell out. Well, scraps of clothing anyway. There were tiny mini skirts in leather and denim, skimpy mesh shirts and tight, tight jeans. Her hands shook as she picked up a black garment and some pink tulle and held them up.
She turned to Drew. “A bustier and a tutu? What is this girl? A cross between a dominatrix and a ballerina?
Drew’s eyes were riveted to the bustier and he didn’t speak for a moment.
“You’re imagining me in it, aren’t you?”
“Hard not to.”
“Let’s focus on the role-playing part and then we’ll practice.”
For the majority of the day, Allie listened diligently to Drew and they practiced. Finally, as night fell, Drew held up the garments and told Allie, “Time to look and be the part.”
Allie grabbed the clothes and headed for the bathroom, but stopped dead and turned around when Drew spoke.
“She’s been known to go without underwear under her miniskirts,” he said with a gleam in his eye and a smile on his face, but Allie turned the tables on him.
“Commando? Oh, damn.” She turned and headed for the bathroom. “It’s a good thing I’ve done all those squats at the gym. If I have to moon anyone, at least my ass will look good.”
Drew groaned as the bathroom door closed.
He swore silently, praying that he would keep a cool head. It wasn’t his head that was hot right now. It seemed his dick had a mind of its own. Being plastered up close and personal to Allie couldn’t possibly be smart. Damn karma when you needed it. It could go from good to bad in sixty seconds.
She was a contradiction of sweet and tough. When he’d thought for sure she’d cave, she hadn’t. When he’d thought she’d respond one way, she’d respond another. In his line of work, unpredictability was something that he had to deal with every day. But Allie tied him up in knots and made him think that it would be really fun and interesting to get her to release all those knots, one by one.
There he was going down harder than a bad guy at the end of his scope. Only this hurt a whole hell of a lot worse.
He didn’t do relationships. He’d made that clear. Hadn’t he? He wasn’t one to make promises he couldn’t keep. Like in Afghanistan. He’d made promises to the men who’d served under him. Many of them hadn’t gotten out alive. Too close. He’d gotten too close to his platoon. That’s when he’d gotten out, gotten drunk for days, then he’d made sure he worked alone. His team really didn’t count. They could all take care of themselves, all as well-trained, as tough as he. He’d picked them just for those attributes. If one fell in battle, it would be due to his or her own carelessness and not his judgment.
His father always told him to move on. Never let his emotions get in the way, don’t make ties. It had worked to his advantage when he’d gone into the military and followed in his father’s footsteps. After all, what was a military brat supposed to do when the life he knew was so fragmented? The military and military training all felt so…familiar.
The sound of the door opening at the far end of the loft brought his head up. She was coming out of the bathroom. Or so he thought. Nothing else happened for the next few seconds, except he slowly rose to his feet from where he’d been sitting.
He was sure of what he’d expected, but when she finally walked through the door, he knew he’d just been out-classed, outgunned and stripped back to private. All he could do was stand there and remember to keep his jaw off the floor.
This was it. This was what he had been worried about since he’d first met her. His heart did a double-flip and he felt as if his brain had just melted.
Dressed to kill. Now that was a metaphor that described her to a T. Her hair was pulled on top of her head in a haphazard ponytail, her glorious mouth was painted a deep, dark red and way too much of her silky skin was exposed. Way too much.
And the outfit. So help him, he couldn’t stop wondering if she had gone commando under the pink tulle. All it would take was a flip of that flippy skirt to find out. The road to hell was paved with good intentions. This was one of his best intentions. The black bustier fit her like a second skin, molded to her torso. Allie’s muscle definition was awesome. Not overworked, just sleek and cool-looking.
His eyes went back to that froth of skirt pulled down to the point where it crossed the top of her legs. She’d chosen a pair of thigh-high boots, leaving a swath of silky skin between the tulle and the leather.
With the dark sunglasses covering her expressive eyes, she was bad-ass. Gina “Bad Ass” Callahan. She looked like sex and hot fudge over cherry ice cream—melt-in-your-mouth delicious.
All he had to do was keep from getting caught in her bad-ass trap himself.
Right. That’s all he had to do.
He did not have to let his gaze slip and slide around her curves. He didn’t have to stand there, sending up silent prayers of gratitude to the gods of leather, or wondering what had happened to the laws of physics—he felt as though he was floating, as if she’d sucked all the gravity out of the room.
She kept walking and he found himself backing up until his spine was so flat against the wall, it was as if a 250-pound bruiser had pushed him there with sheer strength, not this slight, 120-pound beauty who had transformed herself in less than half an hour.
She placed one hand on his chest, and with the index finger of her other hand, she pulled down the shades just enough to peek over them. Her cool eyes studied him like a bug beneath a microscope.
“Is this what you had in mind?”
Even her voice was stronger, more defiant, like Tinkerbelle with an edge.
All he could think was that he wanted all her pixie dust on him.
“Ah, yeah. You know I was kidding about the commando part, right?” he asked, wanting the words to come out as nonchalant, but in his amazement, his voice cracked. He cleared his throat.
“Were you, really?” She smiled, looking as satisfied as a dominatrix snapping her whip, knowing that her victim has just surrendered.
She tilted her head, the movement sliding all that gorgeous blond hair to her bare shoulder where it slipped and slid around. The movement made her look more Allie and less Gina which should have alleviated some of this heat he was feeling deep in his gut and groin, but it only intensified the dichotomy between sweet and tough.
“I would believe your tough macho detachment if it weren’t for the fact that your heart is beating really hard, Drew. Ka-thump, ka-thump, ka-thump. Thrumming like a live wire.”
“Speaking of live wires, let’s channel all this energy into the task at hand, Allie…ah Gina, and get you to think like her, as well as dress like her.”
Allie’s bottom lip came out in a pout. “You’re starting to be such a drag, Mr. Federal Agent. A big, draggety drag.”
“It’s about keeping us all alive, honey. And if that makes me a drag, then bring it on.”
With that she backed up.
“It’s time to take the show on the road.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the door.
“Where are we going?”
“To Hell and Gone.”
“What? That whole lake-of-fire, burn-in-eternity thing doesn’t really work for me, and I really don’t like to sweat.”
“It’s time to learn how to be bad-ass.”
“Oh, no. I think I’m going to be sick.”
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Abandon every hope, ye who enter here.
ALLIE READ the plaque on the door as they stood in front of one of the roughest, toughest bars in LA—Hell and Gone.
“You brought me to a dive bar? Are you nuts? They’ll eat me for lunch and pick their teeth with my bones.”
“Not as long as I’m here. I just want you to get the attitude, Allie. It’s just observation,” Drew told her.
“Sure,” she said, giving him a glance that told him he was twice the idiot she thought he was if he believed that.
“We’ll just get a drink, play a little pool and leave. If you want to assert some of that attitude, go ahead. I’ll cover you.”
“Great, you’ve got my back, but who’ll cover yours?”
“I’ve got all the cover I need.”
“I know that’s not alpha-male crap because I’ve seen you in action. It’s just a statement of fact.”
“I want your body language to say “don’t mess with me.” Watching other people who already have that attitude, helps. It’s a lesson pure and simple. You don’t need to become a new person—you just need to be comfortable with yourself and your flaws. By being comfortable with yourself, you show that you don’t care what they think of you.”
“I don’t care what people think of me.”
“Yes, you do, Allie, and it shows. Lose it.”
“Easy for you to say,” she said under her breath, but Drew heard her.
Hell and Gone was living up to its name as Drew and Allie entered. A wall of heat and steam came pouring over the threshold. Drew put his hand on the small of her back and pushed her forward. The temperature inside the room had to be close to a hundred degrees.
“The first ring of hell,” Allie said, eyeing all the people. “Are you sure we have to do this? School never looked like this.”
Hell and Gone was packed to the rafters with a boisterous crowd of misfits, outlaws, hipsters and goth wannabes.
He and Allie moved deeper into the place, skirting the dance floor where people gyrated to the very loud music on the stage.
Allie took a barstool close to the edge of the bar and Drew settled in next to her. “Shabby chic takes on a whole new meaning in here,” she said, her voice filled with sarcasm.
The bartender came over and Drew ordered a beer. Allie surprised him by ordering a shot of tequila. She crossed her gorgeous legs, garnering her plenty of stares. The men in the club were all focused on her, their eyes taking in every curve. Drew felt proprietary when he knew he had no right to feel that way. He wanted to break their faces, but instead he tried not to radiate any kind of protective quality over her.
“You’re not going to believe this,” she whispered. “But there’s a switchblade in this skirt’s pocket. A switchblade in a Tinkerbelle skirt.”
“Leave it in there. It’s illegal to carry a concealed weapon in LA.”
“You’re carrying a gun.”
“I have federal ID and a permit.”
“Oh. Right.”
She watched the people in the room and after her third shot, Drew shook his head at the bartender when he started to move toward her.
She swiveled on the stool and eyed him. “Who do you think you are? If I want to drink, I’ll drink,” she said belligerently.
“Allie,” he whispered.
“Let me try this out,” she whispered back.
“It’s Gina. Gina Callahan. You’ve forgotten already?” With that she ordered a fourth shot and picked it up, moving toward the patio and outside. Not liking that one bit, Drew followed her.
It was then that he got separated from her.
A bouncer put his hand on her arm and said, “You can’t drink on the patio.”
“Really? What kind of lame rule is that? This is a bar after all, and I’ll drink where I want.”
Other people started shouting that she was right and surged forward until the bouncer was pushed out of the way and a flood of people emptied onto the patio. Drew got jostled and pushed with the others and for a moment he lost sight of Allie.
Then he spotted the damn Tinkerbelle skirt. Jesus, she was going to be the death of him. He started shoving through the crowd, pissing off plenty of people, but he didn’t care. His chest felt tight and his stomach seized. He never panicked. Never. But Allie was making him lose his cool and fast.
If anything happened to her…
Then he heard it and his blood ran cold.
“Gina!”
Of all the places in LA he had to bring her to, he’d chosen the one club where she might be recognized. He got close enough to see Allie whirl. At least she was responding to the name. She faced the man who’d called out, and double damn—it was Gina’s old boyfriend Spike.
Richard Van Dorn aka Spike had only recently been in prison. Exactly where Callie masquerading as Gina had put him for gunrunning and loan-sharking. He was pretty sure that Spike didn’t know it had been Callie who had played him and put him behind bars.
Allie recognized him from the photo Drew had shown her that morning. She seemed to freeze, then surprisingly she loosened up. Spike took her by the arm and started to drag her away from the others. They were heading for the back alley that ran the length of the street. Drew doubled his efforts to get to her, but by the time he got to the mouth of the alley, they were nowhere in sight.
 
AT FIRST Allie let the guy drag her, but then remembered that Gina Callahan wouldn’t allow anyone to drag her anywhere. She dug in her heels and snapped her arm out of his grasp.
“What do you want?” she asked, some of the anger in her voice real.
“To talk to you. I haven’t been able to find you since I got out. It’s too noisy back there.”
“I don’t want to talk, Spike. It was fun, but now it’s over. I have other things to attend to.”
“I like the blond hair. When did you decide to go Valley Girl?”
“Right after the police busted you. I felt the need to look different, less like Spike’s girlfriend.”
She turned to head back up the alley and back to Drew when Spike grabbed her arm again.
“Actually, Gina, what I really want to talk about is the hundred thou you owe me.”
Allie frantically tried to recall the whole incident that had to do with Gina and Spike and when it came to her, she felt utter relief.
“I lost a lot of my own money that day, and the guns. The Feds took it all. I was lucky to get away. I had to run, Spike. I hate to run. You know that. I think we both have to cut our losses.”
“I heard you’re doing pretty well. Thought the rumors of you cut down in France were true—finally, the hand of death caught up to you. But here you are, whole and healthy. I think you still owe me.” He pressed her against the dirty wall and Allie gasped as his wiry body slammed into her.
Self-preservation had her reaching for the knife in the skirt’s pocket and with a desperate flip of her wrist it opened with a whirling sound. She pressed it into his stomach and said very succinctly. “I have…a…a knife.”
She sounded too hesitant and weak, so she tried again. “It would be a terrible shame to have to gut you, Spike. Let me go. Now!”
He laughed, which wasn’t exactly the effect she was going for.
“I love it when you play rough, Gina.”
His head descended, and Allie decided kissing him was not an option, so she did the only thing she could think of, because gutting him was obviously not an option, either. Allie was sure she wouldn’t be able to handle all the blood involved with such an act.
She brought up her knee and it connected solidly with his groin. He was writhing on the ground as Drew came running out, almost colliding with Allie in the dark.
While they stood there, she flicked her wrist again and turned her back on Spike. “Breaking up is hard to do, Spike. Consider this your break-up call.”
“You owe me, bitch!”
In the two seconds before Allie answered, she did something amazing, something Drew wouldn’t have thought any raw recruit could have done in such a short time. It was all so subtle that if he hadn’t been fixated on her, trying to get a clue as to how freaked she was right now, he would have missed the actual transformation. As it was, he saw the whole thing take place in the space of a single breath.
Turning to face Spike, she put herself between Drew and Spike in an I’m-in-charge stance—so subtle, so smooth and so damned unexpected.
“I don’t freaking owe you anything. Cut your losses, Spike, or I’ll cut them for you.” Her tone was pure menace.
“Gina!”
“Screw you.”
He couldn’t have scripted it better. She inclined her head to Drew and they both walked away, leaving Spike cursing and holding his nuts as if they were shattered into a million pieces.
As soon as they were out of sight of Spike, Allie folded like a table after a reception. Just simply dropped. Drew caught her against him and cradled her like something rare and precious.
 
ALL THE WAY back to his loft, he kept glancing at her as she slept in his front seat. Still amazed by her performance, he couldn’t seem to take his eyes off her.
He stopped the car at the curb in front of his loft and just sat in the seat and stared at her. She reminded him of how she had looked in the bathroom at the government building. A heartbreaker in the very true sense of the word. Damn good at getting herself into jams and getting herself out of them just as easily without his help, mind you.
She looked like hell, sleepily drunk with mascara tracks down her cheeks and her deep red lipstick making her lips look all the more red, all the more kissable.
“It’s not polite to stare,” she said.
“I’m not that polite,” he responded.
“No, you’re not.”
Swinging around to the passenger side, he reached for the door handle, then stopped. He needed to remind himself—again—that he was here to train her and nothing else.
He opened the door and simply stared. She was doing something so amazingly simple. Stretching, but it became something more when a woman in a too-short skirt arched her back and lifted her hands over her head, yawned and pressed one of her two-inch boot heels into the floor-boards.
He called it arousing. Mesmerizing. She was nothing but silken, golden tan all the way up to her…he averted his eyes with effort, getting angry all over again that she’d gone out in public without underwear. He didn’t dare think that the tattoo—whatever it was—was bare to anyone who happened to flick up the edge of that skirt.
“Come on, ball-buster. Let’s go,” he said, but actually getting her out of the car proved to be another of the night’s long list of challenges. The tequila had turned her body into a Slinky, and the harder he tried to hold on to her, the slinkier she got.
“Hell,” he muttered, finally just bending his knees and lifting her over his shoulder. He clamped his arm across her thighs, locked his car and headed for the loft elevator.
“Man, I was scared,” she said, her voice kind of raw and throaty.
He heard a distinct sob. It was the aftereffects of fear. He knew clinically that it was extremely natural, but he didn’t like to hear her voice go all watery. Crying wasn’t one of the things in his operative manual. He’d rather go one on one with a guy with a very sharp knife.
“Things got out of control, but you handled it.”
“I did. Like a pro with a switchblade in her fluffy, girlie skirt. I’m sure I looked real tough.” Her words were slurred and Drew figured that the tequila was kicking in.
He set her down because he was sure she’d flash whoever happened to be out and about. Once she gained her feet, he held her against the elevator wall as it began its smooth glide up to his apartment.
Suddenly, the lights went out and the elevator ground to a halt. Power outage. Damn fine timing. He was trapped in the elevator with a crying woman.
She let out a squeak and rammed into him so hard it knocked the breath out of him. The emergency lights came on in the elevator and bathed her upturned face in a dim, warm light.
With her makeup messed up, her face had lost some of its dramatic contrast, but none of its beauty. Her lashes weren’t so dark. Her lips were now a softer shade of pink. He could see a light dusting of freckles across her nose, which made her look younger—a lot younger than she had a right to look. Her hair was wild, absolutely wild, as if she’d been dragged across the pillows, and was he…crazy, or lucky or simply out of his ever-loving mind?
The tracks of her tears took hold of his heart and just wouldn’t let go.
“Yeah, especially telling Spike to eff off.”
She opened her eyes all the way and laughed. “Yeah, that’s me. Tough girl.”
“Have you ever said fuck?”
“No. As a matter of fact I haven’t said that word and I don’t intend to. It’s vulgar.”
“Interesting. You won’t say the word, but you’ll go commando in public.”
“I’m not naked. I have on a thong. I couldn’t quite bring myself to go all the way.”
It was his turn to close his eyes and let that information wash through him. She might as well be naked beneath that skirt. A thong, for Pete’s sake.
“Allie, you’re killing me by inches.”
“I’m dying, too. Every time you look at me with those intense, secret-agent eyes. What hides in them I wonder? How did you get here?”
“One step at a time, Allie.”
She smoothed her hand over his face. “You’re so beautiful, so amazing. All I want to do is touch you. All the time.”
“That’s not a good idea.”
“You keep saying that. Drew.” She breathed his name, her hands going to the buttons on his shirt and starting to undo them one by one.
“I’m not fragile and I’m not fickle. I understand what it takes—what kind of character it takes to protect your country. My brother, Max, is a warrior through and through. You have the same look. He thinks that to protect people, you have to keep everyone at arm’s length. It just isn’t true. It only isolates you from the very people you’re trying to protect. I think you lose something. Something important.”
He didn’t stop her. Neither her words, nor her hands. He was too busy thinking, remembering and wondering if she might have learned some black magic in that bar. He felt a little bewitched, as if he were under some kind of spell. He also remembered the taste of her mouth, and her in his arms, and yeah, that was probably enough to get him into deep trouble—quicksand trouble.
“It’s not that easy, Allie. It’s never that easy.”
She was pulling the rest of his T-shirt out of his pants and unbuttoning his cuffs, pushing his dress shirt off his shoulders. She was gone, over the edge, hopped up on adrenaline and tequila. Part of him wanted to go over the edge with her. She was scared, hungry and she needed him.
Needed him inside her.
Needed him to anchor her world.
And that was something that he couldn’t do. He couldn’t anchor anyone’s world because he was always on the move. He had to remain rootless. Hell, even the loft belonged to Watchdog. He owned nothing and liked it that way.
Relationships were like possessions, they got in the way. He’d learned his lesson the hard way in Afghanistan, the hardest way, and he knew better than to kiss her.
He moved his hand up to cup her cheek and smooth his fingers over her skin.
Hell, they wouldn’t still be together after this mission anyway. She’d go back to her safe life and he’d continue to do what he did best. Move on.
Yeah, he knew better than to kiss her, but he did it anyway—just let go of every freaking thing he’d believed in forever, tilted her face toward his and brought his mouth down to hers.
Heat, as pure and simple as anything he’d planned, washed through him. He groaned with the pleasure of it, gave himself over to it. Her skin was damp, and he was breaking out in a sweat, and he suddenly knew that nothing mattered. She wanted him, and deep inside where he’d locked away his own emotions, his own needs and desires, he wanted her, too.
One of her hands slid through his hair, across the nape of his neck, cupping his skull, keeping him captive for her kiss. He reached for her leg and drew it up around his waist, pushing up her skirt, getting her closer, reveling in the silken softness of her thigh beneath his fingers. Her other hand was siding under his waistband, going downtown, driving him wild, and the anticipation of her taking him in her hand and stroking him made him groan.
The elevator lights came on and Allie sighed. Drew swore and the elevator door opened with them standing there with her hand down his pants.
“Let’s go, Captain,” she said. Pulling her hand out of his pants, she grabbed a handful of his shirtfront and pulled him out of the elevator toward his loft door.
“Key,” she demanded, holding out her palm.
He pulled his keys out of his pocket and found the right one.
“Come on,” she said, doing that gimme motion with her fingers.
He gave her the key and, without letting go of him, she opened the door. He’d never been manhandled by a woman in his life, never been given orders or followed them, but Allie was magnificent in her need for him, and he couldn’t deny her the pleasure of anything, including his body.
With the door open, she pulled him inside, dropped the keys on the floor and bumped the door shut with her hip.
“No phones,” she searched for his cell and found it in his front pocket, way too close to his engorged cock. But that wasn’t her focus…yet. His whole body went hot just thinking about that.
She flipped open the phone, pressed the off switch and flung it onto the couch. Way out of his reach. Even if he wanted to dial 911 in this particular emergency, he couldn’t. Not that he wanted to.
“No clandestine meetings, no training and no excuses.”
She turned the lock on the door and threw the dead bolt.
“No interruptions.”
“Allie—”
“No,” she said, interpreting the tone in his voice all wrong. He was just going to suggest that she sit down. She was shaking and holding on to him as if her life depended on it.
“I have never had such a hard time getting what I want, Drew. Now, maybe if Jason hadn’t been gay…wait a second, that’s right. He’s not gay. It doesn’t matter anymore. I should have seen it. He’s so much like you.”
“In what way?”
“Cute, but with that edge all women love. We love the danger. Who doesn’t dream about getting hot and heavy with James Bond, or, in Jason’s case, Vincent Valentine?”
“I don’t.”
She ignored his comment.
“Who’s Vincent Valentine?”
“Final Fantasy.” She reached out, and the muscles of his stomach flexed as her cool, slender fingers caressed the heated skin of his belly.
Final fantasy? There was nothing final about the way her hand traveled up his body but there was his every fantasy about her fingertips grazing his tingling skin. Nothing final about the way she encircled his nipple, leaning forward and putting her slick, wet tongue against the tip.
His head dropped back. She swirled her soft tongue around his hard nipple, grazed the length with her teeth, and nibbled the tip before taking him deep into her mouth and sucking hard.
His breath hissed out between his teeth, and he slid his hands into the silk of her hair, kneading her scalp.
Moving to the other nipple, she nipped him again, making him twist in the agony of the pleasure she was giving him with her sweet mouth and teeth.
She flattened her hand in the center of his chest and skimmed her cool palm downward, her fingers dragging over his ribs and taut abdomen. She didn’t stop there, and he gave a raw moan of pleasure as her fingers curled along the thick length of his erection confined behind denim.
His body jerked in response when she stroked him, and it was all he could do not to rip her clothes off and take her right there, on the floor.
She wrapped her arms around his neck and brought his mouth down to hers to finish the kiss she’d started in the elevator. The pressure of her mouth parted his lips and her tongue slipped inside to tangle with his. Her fingers threaded through the hair at the nape of his neck, her leather-clad breasts crushed against his chest, and the carnal mating of their mouths generated enough heat to make them both spontaneously combust.
He slid his hand down her side and over her hip. Bunching the tulle in his hand, he methodically raised it until his hand encountered her bare thigh. His hands cupped her firm bottom and she thrust her hips forward in an uncontrollable movement that set them slightly off balance. Catching the waistband of the thong with his crooked thumbs, he pulled it down her legs far enough for her to toe it off. Cupping her creamy thigh, he lifted her leg, dragging it over his hip and brought the core of her heat right against his groin.
She gasped against his mouth as he thrust against her, the sweet friction making him crazy for her bare, slick skin against him.
He used his back muscles to springboard off the wall and start to move toward the bed, releasing Allie’s thigh. She did a one-eighty and pushed him toward the bed until the mattress hit the creases of his knees.
Her hands went to the waistband of his jeans. Desire darkened her eyes as she pulled at the button and lowered the zipper.
“Tight fit,” she said, her voice husky and soft.
Taking both denim and brief material in her hands, she pushed it off his hips. “Oh, man. Man, oh, man, you’re beautiful,” she breathed. “So beautiful.”
He leaned forward, touching his mouth to her temple, kissing the soft skin. His breath ruffled the wisps of hair along the side of her face, and pure, undisguised sexual energy crackled between them, a rare and irresistible chemistry that intensified with each moment that passed.
Her body responded, automatically readying itself for his possession. No words were spoken—none were needed—as she lifted a hand and curled her fingers around the nape of his neck. She pulled his lips to hers and kissed him deeply, avidly. His mouth was equally hot and eager, his tongue bold. And greedy, consuming her with rich, unadulterated pleasure.
They pulled back just long enough for him to quickly strip off her bustier. Their mouths met again, lips open, teeth nipping and nibbling, tongues touching, tangling. Her hands swept over the broad expanse of his chest, and she plied his nipples with her thumbs, and then strummed her fingers downward to his taut belly. With a groan, he smoothed his hands along her shoulders and filled his hands with her breasts, rolling her nipples back and forth between his fingertips.
He felt out of control, and he embraced the untamed sensation along with the freedom to do things with and to this woman that he’d never explored with another lover before.
He felt as if she were a piece of him he’d never known he’d been missing. When he’d first laid eyes on her, thinking she was Callie, the connection had been that sudden, that intense.
Her hand found him and his entire body jerked as she closed her fingers around his cock. He slanted his mouth across hers again with a rough growl, his tongue thrusting deep as he reached beneath the miniskirt she wore. Skimming his fingers up her thighs, delving into the crease between her legs, he found that she was already wet, already excruciatingly aroused, drunk on passion and the excitement of the forbidden. He found her clit with his thumb and strummed across the knot of nerves in a sleek caress. All it took was that one electrifying touch and she came in a fast, feverish climax that left her panting and gasping for breath.
Breathing hard and aching for her, he moved backward, falling to the bed and bringing her with him.
He reached over to the bedside table and grabbed up a condom, sheathed himself and then he was tugging her toward him, forcing her legs wide-open on either side of his thighs. Grasping her waist, he guided her to sit astride his hips, and his cock slid along her slick flesh and unerringly found the entrance to her body.
He pulled her hips down at the same time he bucked upward, sinking into her tight heat and embedding himself to the hilt. She inhaled sharply at the abrupt invasion, and he groaned long and low. He rocked her pelvis against him, his body tense and quivering. She grabbed on to his shoulders, easily picked up the rhythm he set, and rode him with utter abandon.
The material of her skirt floated around them, covering where they joined, which added to the eroticism of their union. His hand roamed up her spine, and his fingers fluttered along the nape of her neck, then wrapped the strands of her hair in his fist. He pulled her head back with that one hand and used the other to splay against the middle of her back, forcing her body to arch into him and her breasts to rub against his chest.
Their bodies were locked tightly together, and she continued to ride him as he scattered soft, damp, biting kisses along her throat and over the plump slopes of her breasts. He circled his tongue around one rigid nipple, blew a hot stream of breath across the peak, and then did the same to the other. He lapped at her slowly, licked the taut tips teasingly and nibbled until the madness was too much to bear. Grabbing a handful of hair at the back of his head, she pressed his parted lips to one crest in silent demand and he obeyed, taking as much of her breast as he could inside the wet warmth of his mouth.
He sucked, and a whimper of need slipped from her lips. He felt the convulsions that started deep inside where he filled her, full and throbbing. She moved on him harder, faster, and came undone as a torrent of exquisite sensation flooded his limbs and sent him careening into an intense and fiery orgasm.
He released a harsh groan of surrender, then gripped her hips, rocking her in time to each frantic upward surge of his thick shaft within her. She wrapped her arms around him, holding him close, and his body shuddered in and around hers in long, deep, powerful spasms.
When it was over, they stilled, their arms and legs entwined, both of them too wiped out to move. Chest to chest, the wild beating of their hearts was all Drew could feel in that seemingly endless stretch of time, that profound connection between them was all that mattered.
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“THAT WAS a new one,” Drew said, panting.
“What? Having a woman force herself on you?”
“You’re like an all-out commando team bent on destruction.”
“Lock and load,” she said softly, a small smile turning up the corners of her mouth.
He nodded, totally turned around now. She simply up-ended him. He propped himself on his elbow. Looking down into her eyes, he smoothed his hand up the side of her face and ran his fingers into her hair. It was hard to imagine that she hadn’t felt something of what had hit him so hard.
She shifted beneath him. It was a small movement, but enough to send a bolt of pleasure shooting straight through his body. He was in no-man’s-land right here. Right now. A place he’d never been before because he’d never let himself slow down long enough to find it.
But the night cocooned them and seemed to close out the terror and bad guys bent on making the world a much uglier and unsafe place.
It was staring him in the face, exactly what she’d said to him. She was the reason he put his life on the line again and again. Only a handful of people knew what a toll it took on the men and women who actually sacrificed everything day in and day out to help give them their idyllic lives.
Allie was tangible; thinking of her as just some person didn’t apply anymore because he knew her. He’d touched her, had her open up to him about her fears. He’d seen her courage in the face of fear.
He kissed her, lowered his mouth to hers and simply indulged himself. She touched him with her tongue, tasting him, and he returned the favor, letting himself just get high on her kisses, her mouth so wet and warm and lush. Easing onto his side, he pulled her close and slid his hand down her back, molding her to him.
He couldn’t go back to his detachment. He couldn’t shake the feelings hitting him from all sides like mortar fire.
Skimming the skirt down her legs and off her body, he dropped the pink tulle onto the floor.
“What exactly do you have tattooed on your backside?”
“Oh, you saw that?”
“No, just a glimpse.”
“I’ll show you.” She flipped over and Drew finally got a view of the tattoo. It was a broken heart with the word Heartbreaker beneath it.
“Is this a warning?”
“No, silly. I got it when I was sixteen. If my parents ever found out, I would have been in so much trouble.”
“Why did you get it?”
“There were times when I loved being a twin and times when I didn’t.”
“The tattoo made you different from your sister?”
“Yes, but only I knew it. It gave me my own identity,” Allie said, her gaze caressing his face. “You, on the other hand, don’t have any tattoos, but I want to look anyway,” she murmured. Her hands were all over him. His mouth was all over her. Every place he kissed her, she tasted like a promise kept. Every place she touched him, she left a trail of fire.
When he’d taken all he could, he sheathed himself with another prophylactic before settling over her. Leaning down, he kissed her cheek.
He entered her in careful degrees, kissing her the whole while, being careful not to put too much of his weight on her, or too much of himself inside her too soon.
It was an all-out tease that tested his very resolve.
She moved against him, lifting her hips ever so slightly. He pulled almost all the way out of her, before slowly sliding back in. She arched her head back with a soft purr, and he ran his tongue down the length of her throat. She was so beautiful. Her breasts plump, her nipples an electrifying coral. He leaned down and captured one with his mouth and sucked, so gently. She groaned, and the sound went straight to his balls, making them tight. This was heaven.
She was so responsive, so languorous and so incredibly hot. She was melting for him, and she was so wet. She was also incredibly beautiful—her nose so delicate and refined, her cheeks so soft and her mouth…
Yes. Her mouth.
He slanted his lips over hers and thrust into her again. He wanted her to come. He wanted to feel it. He wanted to know she’d come for him again—and he wanted to give her pleasure, mind-blowing pleasure, because he wanted her to stay.
To stay with him for days and weeks and months, maybe forever. She rocked his world hard, and he wanted to know everything about her.
Carefully pulling all the way out, he moved down her body, kissing her softly on her belly, following the contours down to the silky insides of her thighs. His heart was racing.
Slipping his fingers through her curls, he opened her for his kiss. She caught her breath with a shocked gasp, and then released it in a soft whimper when he licked her, his tongue gliding over the sweet center of her arousal again and again and again. She stiffened, and he felt a rush of pleasure so intense he groaned. His hand tightened convulsively on her waist, holding her still for his delicate assault.
She cried his name and opened her legs for him even wider, surrendering to his mouth, to his fingers sliding in and out of her so very, very gently. He wanted to push her right to the edge and take her down the other side in a long fall. He wanted it to be exquisitely good for her, more pleasure than she could ever have given herself. He wanted to give her a guaranteed, soul-shattering orgasm she would never, ever forget, not if she lived to be a hundred.
Caressing her, he slid his hand up her torso and down her arm, taking her hand in his and bringing it to his mouth. He sucked on her fingers, then moved back up her body to suck on her lips. He kissed her over and over again, loving being with her, being on top of her and feeling her getting more and more turned on.
Cradling her head with one hand, he took hold of himself with his other and checked to make sure his condom was still in place before he fitted himself back inside her. He pushed in slightly and held himself still.
“Damn, damn,” she murmured repeatedly, a soft sound deep in his mouth, her hips lifting toward his, and he pressed himself deeper, dying just a little, but not going all the way, not yet. The torture was too sweet. He wanted to play with her and tease her for as long as was humanly possible, with no rules save one. He wanted her to come, hard, urgently, all over him.
He lifted himself above her, resting on his forearms, and moved himself in and out of her in a lazy, heat-inducing rhythm. She was small, so slight and yet so female. He gave her all of himself. She took all of him with a groan of longing.
“Drew.” His name was barely a breath, uttered with such need he leaned down and kissed her cheeks, her brow. He was here, with her. He wouldn’t leave her, not ever. Her leg came around his waist, holding him more closely to her as he pumped, and she groaned his name again.
Damn. He felt it, too, the edge of pleasure turning sharp and soulful.
“Drew.” She tossed her head, her hands grabbing him on either side of his waist, pulling him deeper, holding him tighter.
He hesitated, and then thrust, making her wait for a heartbeat or two in varied intervals, slipping his hand between them to stimulate her. It didn’t take much before her body went taut beneath him, his name sighing from her lips, urgent and wanton.
“Drew…don’t…please, yes.”
He was in such a haze. He understood her perfectly, his mouth wet on hers, her body balanced on the edge. He slid his other hand up the length of her arm, twining his fingers through hers, rocking into her again and again until she came, her breath catching, her body pushing up against his, holding him deep. She gasped his name, and he went rigid, releasing wave after wave of the purest ecstasy. It rolled through him, making it hard to breathe, impossible to think.
At the end, he felt transported, his body in some sort of limbo. He rested his forehead on hers, but other than finding his breath, didn’t even try to come down. He was so high. His muscles were twitching with latent pleasure, his mind floating in the ozone of total physical and mental relaxation—and he would have stayed there for as long as he could have possibly ridden it out if he hadn’t bent down to kiss her and tasted her tears.
“Allie?” He rolled to his side and wiped her cheek with his thumb. He knew he hadn’t hurt her. She’d been with him, right there with him, every single second. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. Oh, Drew.” She sighed, kissing his face, his mouth, her hands sliding over his chest.
Yeah, he thought, understanding dawning on him. He was just lucky he wasn’t crying, too. He’d never felt anything like what had just happened between the two of them. Never. She was hot and sweet and soft and smart and funny and tender and wild and brave.
He kissed the top of her head as she snuggled up against him, relaxing into sleep, the movement of her hand slowing into a lazy caress.
He was a fool to believe that idyllic life was for him. He’d been in the dark for what seemed like forever. It was where he lived and thrived. And he did it alone.
He had to do it alone.
 
THE SOUND was sharp and loud in the night as Allie came awake with a snap and sat straight up in bed. Drew was rigid next to her. She turned on the light over the headboard. She looked at Drew as he twisted in his sleep, bathed in sweat, thrashing as though he was in pain.
“Get to cover! Get to cover, Martinez! Don’t worry about me! That’s a fucking order!”
She felt completely out of her league, which wasn’t anything new. She’d never had to deal with a man who’d been through what Drew had been through. She froze when he yelled again.
“No. Martinez. No.”
She put her hand on his shoulder and shook him.
He exploded into action. Lethal muscles trained to kill flipped her off the bed onto the floor. He pinned her there, his eyes glazed with pain and something so dark and terrifying Allie felt sheer terror pierce her heart.
“Drew. It’s a nightmare. You’re having a nightmare,” she shouted into his face. And he jerked at the sound of her voice, his eyes blinking rapidly.
He took a shuddering breath. She could feel him trembling as he looked down into her face. “Allie, damn.” He looked so disoriented, so vulnerable that her heart sank in her chest. He moved off her and reached down to help her up.
She put her hand in his and rose slowly.
“Are you hurt? Did I hurt you?”
He was still trembling. She went to put her arms around him and he sidestepped the move almost too casually as if he hadn’t really meant to. He sat down on the edge of the bed.
Allie stood there for a moment then answered. “No. I’m just startled. That’s all.”
“Good. Good,” he said, looking down at his hands as if he expected to see something there. He seemed transfixed, and she moved forward, unable to watch him do something to himself even if she wasn’t sure what it was.
She placed her hands over his palms, and he jerked and looked up at her.
“What?” she asked, searching his face.
He shook his head. “It’s nothing. I’m just wired.”
This time when she wrapped her arms around him, he didn’t move, so she held him, not moving herself, feeling some awful premonition in the rigidity of his body, as if he might crumble if she so much as dared to breathe.
She didn’t know what to do for him, how to help him.
He pulled away and she felt the distance he put between them. It scared the hell out of her. She’d been a total fool to get involved with him, to let her heart get even a bit tangled—and it was tangled, without a doubt. He was going to break it into a thousand pieces and she wasn’t sure if she had the strength to survive that.
He’d been right in all his warnings, because right now his withdrawal hurt pretty badly.
Here today, gone tomorrow.
Tomorrow hadn’t even had time to come and he was already gone.
“We should get some sleep,” he said. “We’ve got a 5:00 a.m. wake-up call.”
She nodded and returned to her side of the bed. She could feel his gaze on her, lingering on her body, her face, her hair. It was agonizing to know that he wanted her, but on limited terms. Sex okay, intimacy not okay.
She had no one to blame but herself.
She got into the bed, expecting him to turn his back and remain aloof.
She gasped softly when he slipped his arm around her and pulled her close to his body, spooning her against the seductive heat of him. For the second time that night, tears collected in her eyes and tracked down her cheeks.
The ugliness of what he must have endured didn’t repulse her. Witnessing his fears and pain only made it harder knowing what kind of man held her. An American hero, torn up inside over a nightmare she was sure had at one time been real. Very real.
His agony only firmed her resolve to do what she must do, be whomever she must be to get this job done.
 
THE POUNDING on the door woke them both and Allie scrambled for the sheet that Drew flung away from him to get to the door. He stopped, realizing that he was in his altogether, and headed back to the dresser and managed to slip on a pair of sweats.
But it was too late. Wood splintered and three bodies came through the door, weapons drawn.
“What the hell!” Drew shouted.
All three had been crouched and ready for a fight, but when they saw Drew half-naked and Allie completely naked except for the sheet, knowing looks blossomed in three sets of eyes.
“It’s seven, sir. We thought something happened to you.”
“Cell phone?”
“We’ve been trying to call you since 0615, sir.”
“Damn, that’s right. It’s turned off.”
Allie was still breathing hard, adrenaline running through her system. To make matters worse, Jason walked through the door.
“Allie, are you okay?”
“Thad, fix the door. Frost and Jason, go get breakfast, and, Leila, make the coffee.”
With his orders, they all hopped to it. Except Jason, who lingered as if Allie needed his help.
“I’m fine,” she said to him, touched by his concern. She wrapped the sheet around her body and got out of the bed. So many eyes followed her to the bathroom she felt that she was being scrutinized. When the door closed, she took a deep breath and leaned against it. Great. Now they all knew she’d slept with Drew.
“Don’t take too long. You need to eat before we go,” Drew called from the other side of the door. He was right, of course. She needed some sustenance. But she couldn’t get last night in the elevator out of her mind. She remembered how warm his skin was, and how much she was fascinated by his mouth, the hard, broad strokes of his muscles. She’d been thinking about tracing every line of muscle with her fingertips…and her tongue, and then suddenly they’d been kissing, his mouth so hot on hers. That memory was worth remembering, but now everyone out there knew that they’d been naked together. How did she get herself into these situations?
“Allie?” His voice came again, a little more insistent.
She needed to pull herself together and get going instead of standing in the bathroom completely losing it.
“Could you go away…please?” she said through the door. Like to Siberia for a few days, so she could slink away like the coward she was and hope never, ever to have to face them again.
After a long silence, during which she began to wonder if he actually had gone away, he spoke.
“No, I can’t go away.” He didn’t sound any more pleased about it than her, which made her feel even more mortified. “We’ve got a lot of work to do today, and it all includes you. If we can get some food and water in you, you’ll feel better.”
She’d get through this. She always got through horrendously embarrassing moments.
It was only one more thing to handle. After what she’d gone through with him, and the nightmare, she could feel the distance. Although she wanted intimacy from Drew, she had to accept that he might never give of himself. Now, she felt as if he’d walled himself off completely from her.
More training. She sighed. After a quick shower, she rummaged around in the suitcase to find something appropriate. She found a pair of tight black shorts that would work well along with a small white T-shirt and a black hoodie. She pulled her hair into a ponytail and secured it with an elastic. She washed her face and brushed her teeth. Grabbing up the hoodie and a pair of sweatpants to ward off the early-morning chill, she exited the bathroom.
Thad had already jury-rigged the door and everyone else was drinking coffee and eating croissants, except Drew, who was standing near the bank of windows, separate and alone.
His team knew something was different; they kept giving him glances. Drew was off his stride and everyone knew it and they blamed her. She could tell this when his team members looked at her.
“Coffee?” Jason asked.
Allie took the cup, poured in cream and took a sip. It was delicious. “Thanks, Jason.”
He nodded. “Allie, can we talk about what you’re doing?”
“I’ve already given my word. I’ve quit too many times in my life, Jason. I’m following through on it.”
“But Callie would be totally against this. She hired me to keep you safe. She wouldn’t want you to put yourself in danger, not for this.”
“That’s because she doesn’t think I can handle it, Jason. My whole family thinks I’m a ditz, who doesn’t think before taking action. Even you think it.”
“Allie—”
“I don’t want to talk about it. You’ve shown where your loyalty is and it isn’t with me. Callie’s paycheck I’m sure is much more than I could pay you.”
“It’s not about money.”
“All I know is that I can’t let Drew down after all the time and effort he’s put into this. I’m the only one who can do this.”
She turned away from him and the protest on his lips. She could hear Thad giving him encouragement and sympathy. Her eyes met Drew’s. For a moment the world drifted away and she remembered every sensation he’d given her last night from the touches and sex to holding her against him as if his life depended on it. For an unguarded moment his eyes were full of emotions she couldn’t name.
He looked away from her. “Let’s move out, people.”
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THE SETTING SUN glistened off the pool, liquid spilling from a rimless waterfall. He tipped the crystal glass to his mouth and tossed back the twelve-year-old Scotch.
Unable to enjoy the view from his opulent office, he paced the length of the huge floor-to-ceiling windows, his tie loosened. Even amid the lushness of the vineyards and tranquil, rarefied atmosphere up here on his hilltop, he felt unsettled, unsatisfied and very close to losing his focus. A focus he’d had for five long years. He reached out and opened the latch to the window, breathing in the pine-scented air. His eyes were blind to the panorama cityscape below.
Gina.
Only hours separated them. At the consulate party tonight he had every intention of making sure he had one-on-one time with her even if he had to take out her bodyguards and lackeys. In person, he’d pressed her second in command, but he wouldn’t budge. Her life was threatened and no one would get personal time with Gina.
There had to be a public meeting place and the man had been smart enough to suggest the consulate party. There would be no weapons allowed on the grounds with so many dignitaries attending.
It guaranteed that the only people who would be carrying weapons would be consulate security.
He’d done plenty of digging and found out that Fudo Miyagi was the one who’d tried to mow Gina down in France. After finding out that Miyagi was desperately searching for handheld rocket-propelled grenades, Jammer contacted Miyagi and set up a meeting. He had every intention of neutralizing any threat to Gina.
A relationship wasn’t in the plan. But for better or worse, he’d connected with the woman the first time they’d met. He’d kept his real emotions hidden from her, not because he couldn’t trust her, but because he couldn’t trust himself.
He ached for her, felt his chest grow tight remembering the last time he’d seen her. Had it been only just over two weeks?
She’d gone limp, draped over him like an exhausted kitten, her mouth partly open, her lipstick gone, her mascara smudged beneath her eyes—the whole of her so lovely it broke his heart. Five feet six inches of golden curves and a tiny tan line across her ass.
The Chinese food they’d ordered had cooled considerably. He checked the wontons, counted only three, and put them back on the side table. He went instead for the shrimp dumplings, stretching the chopsticks over to the far side of the table and snagged the wire handle on the container.
He’d just put one in his mouth when he felt her stir again, as if this time she might be waking up.
Chewing slowly, he watched and waited, practically holding his breath—just one more act of pure idiocy he was at a loss to explain. He always kept breathing, always, even under fire. He breathed.
But, oh, no, not with her. She was a threat of unknown capabilities, unknown force.
What if he loved her? What then?
She yawned and, yeah, that’s about all it took for him to start getting real interested in her waking up, and with both of them naked and her right next to him, there was no way to hide it.
He was starting to feel uncomfortably vulnerable, something he would have thought it would have taken a guy pointing an AK-47 at him to accomplish—not one beautiful woman whose only weapon was a one-way ticket to heaven.
Before she even opened her eyes, a slow smile curved her lips.
“Hey, don’t bogart the food or I’ll have to get rough with you.”
“Mmm. Sounds like fun. Open your mouth.”
She obeyed—which gave him a really nice feeling—and, using the chopsticks, he placed a dumpling on her tongue. She sighed in pleasure.
Oh, yeah. Open your mouth, Gina. Lick me.
He wondered what she was thinking right then.
He didn’t have to wait long to find out.
Without so much as a subliminal suggestion on his part, she started sliding down his body, one of her hands going between his legs and the other sliding up his chest, under his arm, and over his biceps. There her fingers curled around him—as if she needed to hold him down to keep him from getting away.
Yeah. Right. Just the thought of having her mouth on him had been enough to make his erection complete, and given her position, there was no way for her not to know it. Perfect. Again.
Her tongue came out and lit him on fire. He braced one arm against the headboard and gripped the sheets with the other, his hips rising off the bed on a surge of pleasure so intense if he’d been standing it would have put him to his knees.
Oh, man, be careful what you wish for. His gaze was riveted to the utterly compelling sight of her going down on him—her hand encircling him, her mouth all tantalizing softness and flickering movement. Her hand slid over his belly, tickling the dark hair arrowing down his lower abdomen, and, as he watched, she ran her tongue up the length of him.
Good grief. His hips rose again, and he gripped the bed harder. She was relentless in her tender onslaught, and he was very quickly floating somewhere near to where nirvana must be, his body suffused with pleasure, moving in rhythm with her, his thought processes on permanent vacation.
“Gina,” he said, his voice hoarse, his body strung out on the rack of her mouth. “Gina…”
She had to know what was going to happen; try as he might, he’d hit an unmistakable rhythm—and it felt so incredibly good, so sweet and deep.
“Gina…”
Her only answer had been to slide her hand across his shoulder and up to his face. She gently traced his lips, silently telling him to shh, and he caught her fingers with his mouth.
She had to love him. He felt loved—loved in every cell of his body.
He kept pulling her up, until she had to release him and give him her mouth. He wanted her kiss like nothing else in the world. He wanted to be covered by her.
She was a part of him. They were both sheened with sweat, their bodies so hot he felt as if they were fusing into each other, a sensation that only increased when she slid down on him, taking him inside.
With Gina on top, her hot pelvis sliding against him, he brought her face down to his and just lost himself in kissing her, in thrusting into her, in letting her ride him.
When she tightened above him, her cry caught in her throat. He still didn’t stop. He kept going, pumping into her, holding her mouth to his for an endlessly deep kiss. Eventually, his release overtook him and dragged him completely under, with her.
He was a damn fool.
Everything he’d done so far had been planned, methodical. For one purpose only. Now he felt fractured, his focus splintered. He should have sent someone else to deal with Gina Callahan. If he’d only known what kind of deep kimchi he would end up in.
He hadn’t been this screwed up since Colombia where he and so many had died.
Yeah, the day he’d died and become the Ghost.
As a ghost he had no life except for the one that his oath had wrought. He’d play out the hand he had. He’d intended to follow through no matter the sacrifice.
But it had been so long since he’d wanted a woman.
Now he just wasn’t sure if he could sacrifice everything, especially Gina.
 
“YOU EXPECT me to wear this…this swatch?”
“It’s what Gina would wear, Allie. It’s part of the character.”
Allie threw the material and it snaked down Drew’s body until it pooled on the floor at his feet.
“No way am I wearing that in public. It barely covers me.”
“Allie, be reasonable. It’s part of the disguise.”
“Usually a disguise covers body parts, not reveals them.”
“You have to wear the dress, Allie.”
“Fine,” she said, grabbing the fabric from the floor. But before she could get away, he captured her around the waist. “Do you think I want you displayed for everyone to see? Do you think I like the fact that you’re walking into danger?” He looked down into her blue eyes. “Hell, no. I hate it. But we have no choice. The Ghost has to go down. Do you understand?”
She trembled in his arms and he pulled her closer, the last two days wearing on them both. He felt as if he was losing her increment by increment, until she would disappear like smoke and he’d find himself alone again. Alone and isolated, just the way he liked it.
Yeah, that’s right. The way it had to be. When this was over, could he walk away and go on to the next mission?
He felt raw inside. He needed her, wanted the feel of her in his arms because she was real and he loved her. How stupid, how cruel that he should fall for a woman who made him want to stay. He couldn’t tell her because he knew it couldn’t last.
“Do you understand, Allie?” he asked again in a hoarse whisper.
She nodded against his chest and his broad shoulders rose and fell. He turned to pace, but her small hand settled on his arm, holding him in place as effectively as an anchor. He studied her angel’s face and the air fisted in his lungs. She gazed at him with sparkling blue eyes that mirrored the need that ached in his soul.
“Yes, I understand. I understand, Drew.”
He closed his eyes against a wave of pain, leaned down and brushed his lips against her cheek.
She took his hand and led him to the bed. With a yank, she pulled his towel off.
They made love, immersing themselves in the desire, steeping themselves in the experience, savoring the tenderness. Gentle touches. Soft, deep kisses. Caresses as sensuous as silk. A joining of two bodies and two souls, one scarred and one as bright as the sun. Straining to reach together for a kind of ecstasy that would banish shadows. A brilliant golden burst of pleasure. Trying desperately to hold on as it slipped away like stardust through their fingers.
And when it was over and they rose to dress, Drew stared out into the dusk that fell and wished with all his heart that he didn’t have to let her go.
 
INSIDE the consulate, her hand gripping the stair rail, she stood in a crowd of people above the main foyer. There had to be a hundred guests here.
Her hands shook and she tried to still them. Gina Callahan wouldn’t shake. Gina was going into one of the biggest deals of her life and she would have her war-face on. Allie reached for her own inner courage and quelled the shaking. She took a deep breath.
Callie would have been so proud of her. Allie’s throat ached suddenly thinking of her sister. She prayed she would get a chance to tell Callie all about her incredible adventure.
“Are you okay?” Drew asked in her ear.
She nodded and together they turned and walked into the grand ballroom. More people milled about her. With a nonchalance she hoped didn’t look fake, she grabbed two glasses of champagne off a tray as a waiter walked by.
Sipping, she looked around the room.
“Do you see Jammer?”
“Not yet, but when I do, you’ll be the first to know.”
She nodded, feeling better when she saw Leila stroll by on Frost’s arm, both of them breathtaking in their evening wear. Women followed Frost with their eyes and men did the same to Leila.
Jason was in the back of the room at the bar and Thad was walking around with a tray of champagne.
She was covered on all sides.
When the soft music started, Allie needed to find a restroom. She turned to tell Drew, but some woman in a blue sequined dress had a death grip on his arm and was talking to him avidly. Figuring it wouldn’t take long, she headed toward the bathroom.
 
HE WATCHED her move away from her second in command and it was all the time and space he needed. As soon as she came out of the restroom, he snagged her arm and pulled her into a hallway, then into a vacant office.
“Gina.”
She gasped softly and it was more than he could take. He pulled her close, felt her soften against him, felt her hand slide up to his shoulder, and for the first time in days, the knot of tension that had been holding his heart in a vise began to ease. It was dangerous, letting go of the tension, but for her he was willing to do it, on the chance he could draw some of her inside himself, some of her heat, some of the life pulsing through her.
Gathering her closer, he bent his head to hers and eased her backward in a slow dance of swaying hips and barely moving feet. If it had been up to him, he wouldn’t have moved at all, just held her and run his hands over her, buried his face into the curve of her neck, remembering.
“Gina,” he murmured. “I thought you were dead.”
He wanted to forget who he was for a while, and she was the one, the only one who gave him that kind of oblivion.
“You changed your hair. I like it.” His mouth came down on hers. Go slow, he told himself, even as he slid her dress up over her hips, a very short trip, especially when she stopped him with her hand on his.
Fine. He just wanted to touch her. He’d just wanted to breathe without it hurting in his chest, but kissing her was working. He let another barrier fall away, opened himself up more, just to take her in, just to get closer to her heat.
Wrapping his hands around her waist, he lifted her onto the desk and moved between her legs, getting there, closer to where he needed to be. Everything about her turned him on, which was such a relief. Everything had gotten so messed up.
Everything.
So damned messed up.
He pulled her against him, fighting off a tiny surge of panic. Something wasn’t right.
Another surge of panic sizzled into his veins, and he held her tighter, kissed her harder—too hard. He could tell by the weak sound of distress she made deep in her throat. She pushed against him, and for a second, just a second he wondered if he was going to let her go. He was locked onto her like a heat-seeking missile, and, so help him, all he wanted was more. He didn’t want to back off, and it crossed his mind that if he just kept at it, it would feel right.
But it didn’t.
He broke the kiss and stared down into her eyes and he knew.
He grabbed her by the throat and asked, “Who the hell are you?”
 
IT ONLY TOOK a few moments to notice that Allie was gone. The second Drew couldn’t find her he headed for the restroom where he’d seen her last.
He spoke into his mike. “Anyone seen Allie? I’ve lost her.”
“No, Captain, there are just too many folks,” Thad said. “I’ll start looking.”
“Miyagi’s people are here,” Jason said quietly into his mike. “I recognize some of them.”
“Tread carefully. They might recognize you,” Leila offered.
“I’m going to look for Allie,” Drew said. He went into the alcove where the restrooms were and walked inside calling out. “Gina?”
No answer. Damn, where was she?
 
ALLIE COULDN’T BREATHE with the hand on her throat and effectively couldn’t answer the man. She clawed at his hand, saw his handsome face contort.
“Where is she?”
Allie managed, “I can’t breathe. Let go.” All her self-defense training flew out of her head as the air dwindled. He let up, but effectively cut off her escape route.
“Who are you? Where is she?”
Allie had no time to think, she just blurted out. “I’m her sister. Her twin, Tina.”
The man’s eyes narrowed, taking in her features. “Are you joking? Where is Gina?”
“She’s been hurt and I had to take over the sale. We don’t want anyone to know she’s incapacitated.” Allie held on to her composure. “I understand this isn’t a normal transaction with my sister in the hospital, but if you still want to deal…”
“I do,” he growled. “I need the weapons and I don’t particularly care where they come from. But you should have been up front with me from the beginning. I don’t like surprises.”
Allie nodded. “Then we have a deal.”
“On one condition.”
“What’s that?”
“Who put your sister in the hospital?”
“Why do you want to know?”
“Give me the information or we’re done,” he hissed.
“Fudo Miyagi,” Allie replied, looking up into the cold steel of his eyes.
“So, it is true. It was Miyagi.”
“We traced the car back to one of his people. He wants her dead because—”
“I know why he wants her dead. Where is she?”
“In the hospital.”
His smile was brief and without any amusement. “Don’t play games with me, lady.”
“How can I trust you? She’s my sister.”
“I won’t hurt her. She’s…one of kind. Give me the information. Now.”
“Trust goes both ways, Jammer.”
“I don’t trust anyone. If something doesn’t seem right to me, I’ll kill you. That’s a promise, so don’t screw with me. What hospital?”
“Pitie-Salpetriere.”
“If you’re lying to me—”
“I’m not. Where and when do we meet to exchange the guns?”
“Tomorrow night at nine at the Port of Los Angeles, Berth 271.”
Allie’s head dropped, so her chin touched her chest. She took a breath and nodded. When she looked up, he was gone.
Slipping off the desk, she straightened her dress and pulled open the door. As she stepped into the hall, she smelled smoke. Someone in the main ballroom yelled, “Fire!”
Allie turned to look for smoke and screamed when she saw an Asian man pointing a gun at her.
Before she could draw breath to scream again, Thad came out of nowhere and ran at the man, who got off a shot. She saw Thad jerk and grunt, but the Asian man went down under Thad’s weight.
As if in a dream, time became strangely elastic, stretching, slowing, but Allie’s perceptions became almost painfully sharp. The white walls of the hall hurt her eyes, the smell of a gun’s discharge was acid in her nostrils, the sound of the bullet leaving the chamber shrieked in her ears.
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SHE TURNED to run and hit solid muscle. A man grabbed her by the hair and pulled her back so he could look into her face. He had a knife and he pressed it to her throat. “Mr. Miyagi wants to talk to you.”
Allie didn’t want to talk to Mr. Miyagi, ever. Somewhere between her normal life and the intense self-defense classes she’d found her instinct for survival. She brought up the palm of her hand and hit the man as hard as she could on the bridge of the nose. He staggered back, yelling.
Surreal, she thought dimly. This couldn’t be happening. She couldn’t be yelling or lashing out at this strange man. This couldn’t be the real world, because everything in her field of vision had instantly become magnified, as if she were shrinking and shrinking.
“Gina!”
It was Drew’s voice and she turned toward him, just as something sliced her thigh. Allie went down as Drew came barreling along the hall at a full-out run. Jason right behind him. Four more men were coming in the opposite direction, all Asian, all looking at her with purpose in their eyes.
She got up and started to run. Drew and Jason passed her, yelling, “Get out, Gina!”
Drew and Jason were outnumbered, but soon Frost and Leila dashed past her and engaged. It was an all-out fist-fight, but Allie couldn’t watch. Snatching up the thick linen napkin Thad had had draped over his arm while he’d been serving, she ran to his side and knelt down.
She turned him over and cried out. “Oh God, Thad.”
Pressing the napkin to his wounded shoulder, she held it tight.
“No worries, sheila,” he said, his voice weak.
“Don’t die. Please don’t die.”
“Take more than a bullet to kill me.” He patted her hand.
“Don’t you dare say it’s just a flesh wound,” she warned.
He laughed then winced in pain. Allie could hear sirens in the distance. She looked back. Of the four Asian men, one was down and the others were fleeing. Drew and his team let them go. He ran back to Allie as the consulate security came racing down the hall.
Allie kept up on the pressure on Thad’s shoulder, even with the blood oozing through the cloth and staining her hands.
At last the ambulance arrived and the E.M.T.s took over. Allie insisted on going with Thad, and at the last minute, Frost pushed himself inside the ambulance door. The E.M.T.s tried to protest, but Frost gave them one of those chilling looks and they shut up.
The last she saw of Drew he was dealing with consulate security.
At the hospital, she stood in the waiting room while Frost just sat in a plastic chair. He offered her no comfort, so she wrapped her arms around herself and paced.
She felt that terrible shrinking sensation again and a chill crawled along her skin. Suddenly the warmth of a suit jacket covered her shoulders. Allie turned to see Frost watching her closely.
“Time to sit down. You’re going into shock. I want you to keep breathing normally.”
But Allie couldn’t seem to, she felt her world narrow to a pinprick as she looked at Frost, who swore softly.
He put his arms around her shoulders and led her to a chair, pushing her head between her knees.
“What’s wrong with her?”
She heard Drew’s voice but couldn’t raise her head because Frost had his hand on the back of her neck.
“Aftershock,” Frost said.
“Allie, breathe normally or you’re going to pass out.”
“That’s no fun,” she murmured.
“That’s right, honey. No fun. You’re okay now.”
Frost let her go and she launched herself into Drew’s arms.
Drew didn’t give himself time to think about his own pain, his own needs. He couldn’t stand by and watch Allie fall apart. He didn’t have it in him to walk away. The love he never should have allowed to take root bound him there, drew him to her.
He gathered her close, cradling her against him as if she were made of crystal. He stroked her hair and kissed her temple and rocked her, crooning to her softly.
“Oh God, my cover’s blown. I forgot to tell you. That man—Jammer. The Ghost’s second-in-command. He knew I wasn’t Callie…I mean, Gina. He kissed me and he knew.”
“It’s okay. You’re out of it now.”
“No, I’m not. I told him I was Tina, her twin sister. And I lied about where he could find Callie.”
“Why?”
“He wanted to know. He insisted and I was so scared. Ohmigod, I couldn’t take the chance he would hurt her.”
“I don’t think that’s his motive, Allie. What would be the purpose? If he’s willing to deal with you, he must want those guns pretty badly.”
“When he let me go and when I came out of the room, that man pointed a gun at me. I think they were trying to kidnap me, not kill me, but Thad was there and he got shot.”
“Any word on Thad?”
Frost shook his head and sat back in the chair. “He’s in surgery is all I know. What’s going on at the consulate?”
“I already called Director Santiago to get everything smoothed over. The Brits aren’t happy about it, but they’ll cover up the incident and keep everything confidential. Miyagi’s people took out two consulate guards and did considerable damage to the building. They set the fire.”
Frost asked, “Where are Leila and Jason?”
“They’re making sure we weren’t tailed.”
Drew rubbed at the back of his neck and pulled Allie closer with his other arm.
When Leila and Jason walked through the hospital doors, Drew asked, “Any problems?” He was relieved that the rest of his team was safe. He pushed away the worry and focused on damage control.
“Couple of guys tried to follow. We took care of them.”
Allie sat next to Drew, clutching Frost’s tuxedo jacket around her with blood-stained hands.
He took her arm and steered her toward the unisex bathroom. Once inside he turned on the faucet and when the water was warm enough, he thrust her hands underneath. With the antibacterial soap, he started to clean away the blood.
Then he saw the blood on her thigh, dried in streaks down her leg. He lifted up the flimsy cloth of her dress.
“Allie, you’re bleeding.”
“I forgot. That man I hit. I think he cut me with a knife.”
Drew led her out of the bathroom and found a nurse who directed him to a treatment room. Allie sat on the examining table while a doctor looked at the cut and told her she wouldn’t need stitches. Just then, a nurse poked her head in and announced that there was a patient coming in who was critical, so the doctor pulled off his gloves and left the room.
Drew came over and bent down to examine the cut. The bastard had cut very close to her femoral artery, but the knife hadn’t actually touched it. His heart lurched in his chest and a cold tingling sensation radiated out to his arms. She’d be okay, and he’d had men shot before—hell, he’d taken a bullet himself, but he’d never felt this kind of panic. Men, he reminded, men who’d made it part of their career choice, not some gorgeous interior designer who was an innocent target.
“It’s not that bad,” she said in a listless voice, not the bubbly voice he was used to. “I guess it’ll be a battle wound. Do you think I’ll get a purple heart?”
“This isn’t funny, dammit. You shouldn’t be in this situation or here with me.” He opened a packet and dabbed at her cut.
“Ow, that stings.” She looked him straight in the eye. “Let’s not start that you’re-not-a-bad-ass-secret-agent stuff right now. I’m carrying through on my part of the bargain and there isn’t anything you can do about it, so live with it, Drew.”
He couldn’t help the smile twisting his lips, and he relaxed. She sounded a lot more like herself.
“I should have watched you more closely and then your shapely ass wouldn’t have been in hot water tonight.”
“It happened way too fast and I pulled my shapely ass out of the fire, thanks very much. I think Sydney Bristow would be so proud of me.”
“This isn’t a television show, Allie.”
“Geez, you think?” Allie rolled her eyes. “You’re in a bad mood.”
He slathered ointment, then put a gauze pad over the cut and used tape to secure the bandage to her skin.
Yeah, he was in a bad mood, and he knew why. Seeing Thad go down had brought back too many memories of his last team and what had happened to them. Drew clenched his teeth. Didn’t his father say never get involved? It only hurt when things changed. Yet, he knew that Thad, Leila and Frost were three of the best operatives. He was proud to work with them.
And the other reason he was on edge was Allie. He always worked alone when he was undercover, relying on himself, his intel and his skills. He could react to quick change in the plan. But Allie? He closed his eyes, facing a truth he’d tried to avoid. He was afraid for her and, dammit, afraid for himself. Walking away from Allie was going to be difficult, but at least he would know that she was getting on with her life. If it came to her death, it would haunt him for the rest of his life.
He went over to the sink and wet a pad and returned to the table. He squatted to wash the dried blood off her leg.
“Drew?” Allie said softly.
He looked up at her.
“Before I took this on, I didn’t understand the danger. It was easy to say yes, but now I know what we’re up against, it terrifies me. I won’t lie. But I’ve got to see this through.”
“You don’t have anything to prove to anyone, Allie.”
He gently slipped off her high-heeled sandal and continued to swab at the dried blood.
“Yes, I do. Maybe mostly to myself. My family doesn’t really think much of me. They indulge my whims. That’s what they call them. Whims. Callie was always the dutiful one. The one who made a difference. I just made people laugh.”
“Laughter is a gift, Allie.”
“They were laughing at me, Drew. Big difference there.”
“Then they can’t appreciate what they have. I think you’re selling yourself short. My family didn’t laugh much at all. We just moved from base to base.”
“I’m sorry, that must have been hard.” Her hand went into his hair, her fingers ruffling the strands. His scalp tingled where her fingers touched.
“No, it wasn’t. If you don’t get attached to anything, it’s easy to pick up and leave.”
He rose and threw the pad in the trash and turned back to her. Grasping her around the waist, he lifted her off the table.
“Surely you had friends.” Her arms went around his neck and she pressed against him. The suit jacket slipped off her creamy shoulders and Drew caught it before it hit the floor.
He’d had friends in his early years, but as his family continued to move, he’d given up getting close to anyone. “Friendships need to be nurtured. I didn’t get the time to do that. Soon, I stopped trying.”
He settled the jacket more firmly around her shoulders and wrapped his arms around her.
“So this life you lead now isn’t much different, is it?” She stared up at him, her eyes as bright as sapphires, as uncertain as a child’s.
In spite of all she’d been through, an aura of innocence still clung about her like a fading perfume.
He shrugged, tenderly brushing her hair from her eyes. He grazed his fingertips along the delicate line of her cheekbone. “It suits me.”
“Does it? Does it really suit you now or would you like something permanent?” she asked cautiously, studying him from beneath her lashes.
“Are you fishing?”
“No. I’m asking you a simple question.”
Her expression was completely guileless. It’s no wonder she couldn’t have pulled off posing as Gina.
He pinned her with a look. “There is nothing simple about that question, Allie.”
He drifted away from her and stood at the window, looking out into the dark. The wind had come up and bent the branches of the trees. Lightning flashed in the distance.
Drew spoke. “I told you from the beginning that I wasn’t going to stick around for long.”
She sighed. “That’s right. You did. I didn’t complain.” Allie limped over to him, clutching at the jacket, and leaned her shoulder against the window.
“No. You didn’t,” he replied, “but I can hear it in your voice and unlike most men, I can read the subtext. You want me to hang around.”
“So what if I do?” she said. “What would be so bad about that?”
He watched her blink quickly, as if she were afraid to take her eyes off him for even a fraction of a second. But she held her ground, brave and foolhardy to the last. And his heart squeezed painfully at the thought. She was waiting for a qualification, something that would dilute the truth into a more palatable mix.
“It’s not the way I’m wired.”
“Wires can cross.”
He laughed softly. “You are funny, Allie. Your family’s missing out.”
She smiled at him. “It’s possible to change things, Drew. Just because you’ve lived a certain way in the past doesn’t mean you have to live that way always.”
“No. I guess I don’t, but I’d rather deal with the demons I know than the ones I don’t.”
“Coward.”
He was amazed at the sting of that one word. “Maybe.”
“I see the possibilities and you see the barriers. Maybe we are too hardwired to change.”
“I wouldn’t want you to change, Allie.”
She stepped closer to him, her gaze never letting go of his. Her eyes were as wide and blue as heaven, reaching into him, touching places in his heart that hadn’t been touched, ever. Calm and fearless, she whispered, “Okay, I’ll leave that up to you.”
He pulled her into his arms, unable to stand even the small space dividing them. He skimmed her jaw with his mouth, kissed the top of her head. “Don’t expect me to change.”
“I’ll have all the expectations I want, Agent Miller. You can take that to the bank and get interest on it.”
Frost walked in. “The surgeon’s here. He says that Thad is going to be fine. He’s still under now, but the doc says we can see him tomorrow.”
“You all head home,” Drew said.
When Drew came out of the treatment room, Jason was waiting for them.
“What are you still doing here?”
“I want to make sure Allie gets home. Do you have a problem with that?”
Drew could see the concern on Jason’s face and shook his head.
Once back in the loft, Jason insisted on talking to Drew. While Allie went into the bathroom, Drew poured himself some whiskey from the small bar in the living room. He offered some to Jason, who shook his head.
“I can find Miyagi and take him out right now, Drew,” Jason said. He paced in front of the large windows, backlit by the lightning far in the distant dark sky.
“Don’t be stupid. That will only make matters worse. If Miyagi is killed by one of us, the yakuza will continue to hunt Gina to avenge him. It’s a no-win situation.”
“I don’t give a damn about your mission! I care about Allie, and her life is in danger. We should do something about it, now!”
“We will. But not right now.” He sat down in a chair and downed the contents of the glass in one swallow. It burned all the way to his gut.
“Tonight…”
“Tonight was about her inexperience. Thad got shot because she’s not an agent.”
The gasp made him look around. Allie stood just outside the bathroom door, her face pale. She limped to the living room with purpose in her broken stride.
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“YOU BLAME ME,” she said, horrified.
“Oh, hell.” Drew stood reaching for her. “No, I don’t. Of course not. It’s your inexperience.”
She backed away. “I know that I’m not spy material. Believe me, being threatened with both a knife and gun, getting sliced and seeing Thad shot makes me know I’ll never score high on the Myers-Briggs in the Secret Agent category, but I did my best.”
“Allie, I don’t blame you.” He tried to hold her, touch her, but she turned away from him, hugging herself.
“Thad’s my friend, too, Drew.” Her eyes filled with angry tears that never fell.
“I didn’t mean that it was your fault that Thad got shot.”
“It doesn’t matter. I’m so used to it.” She looked at him sharply. “I did the best I could.” She limped away from him.
“Allie?”
“Don’t talk to me,” was all she said.
Drew dropped into the chair. Damn. You can be a perfectly insensitive jerk sometimes. Give him a tough situation and he could handle it without a problem, but Allie was a different kind of trouble. She’d just given him a wake-up call that maybe he’d been in the field far too long. He’d lost something of himself out there. He wanted it back.
“You’re an ass,” Jason blurted in disgust. “I think Allie pulled off almost the impossible while keeping us all alive and protecting her cover. She should get a medal if you ask me.”
“Shut up!” Drew snarled, springing out of the chair.
“I think you don’t want to look too closely at your own feelings.” Jason got right into Drew’s face.
Drew wanted to hit the punk, but instead he crowded him against the wall.
Jason went on, “You have feelings for her. You might as well admit it and go down in flames.” He didn’t flinch or budge an inch, but met Drew’s glare with one of his own.
Drew backed up and swore. The whole situation was something he didn’t want to deal with.
“I’m right, Drew. Deal with it or you’ll be the one to get someone killed.” Jason left, closing the door softly behind him.
If Drew was honest with himself, he would analyze his reaction. He would admit that Allie meant a lot to him. He would admit that he’d panicked when he couldn’t find her, when he’d seen the blood on her. It was so clear to him that she was in over her head.
He reached for the phone and punched the numbers, his gaze on the bathroom door, willing her to come back out. She didn’t.
Gillian answered on the first ring.
“More problems?” she asked before Drew could speak.
“Thad is out of surgery and will be fine. Allie was wounded with a knife, but she’s also fine. We need to make it look like Callie is still in that French hospital for just a day. She lied about Callie’s location to the Ghost’s lackey.”
“Done,” Gillian said. “Anything else?”
“Allie’s not cut out for this.”
“She’s done great so far. I’d say you’re underestimating her. You might want to ask yourself why.”
Drew ended the call. He could only concentrate on Allie, the pain in her expression, the blame she shouldered. He rubbed his eyes. You single-minded ass, he thought, and pulled out the picture he’d kept for a long time. The torn photo showed six men, all smiling, all in battle gear. Drew was front and center, Martinez beside him. He had thought that if he’d kept his distance, he wouldn’t get caught up in any type of relationship.
But, Thad, Leila and Frost were not only his teammates, they were his friends. Even Jason Kyoto had proven himself and Drew couldn’t help it—he liked the kid. He liked the kid a lot.
Jason was smart to tell Drew to examine his own feelings about Allie. Drew knew it was easier to force them back than to let them in, and he was so hard-pressed to get the mission done that he hadn’t truly considered the emotional beating she’d endured. And he’d just twisted her guilt a bit deeper with his unthinking remark.
Drew pocketed the picture, then pushed back in the leather chair and stood.
Drew rapped on the bathroom door. She didn’t answer. “Allie, I’m sorry.”
“Whatever, Drew.” Her voice was clearly clogged with tears.
Boy, he really needed to engage his brain before he engaged his vocal chords.
“I said those things to you because I was…” Say it, he urged himself. Just say what you mean.
She threw open the door, her eyes red and her face flushed. “You think I’m impressed by all this cloak-and-dagger crap? I’m not.” She pushed past him into the hall, then stopped, delivered a wounded glare and said, “Finish your sentence.”
“I was out of my mind with worry and panic. When I saw the blood on you, I wanted to…” The dark side of him wasn’t a side he wanted her to see. But Allie wasn’t some shallow blond bimbo. She wanted to know, but he was afraid to let go and expose her to the ugly side. Still, she deserved to know who he was, really know after all that she’d been through. She’d committed herself to this mission and bonded with his team. She cared deeply or else she wouldn’t have been crying.
Intimacy was about baring something deep inside him, something hidden sometimes from himself. Locking her out would effectively drive her away.
“Please, Drew. Tell me.” She bit her bottom lip, her eyes pleading.
It was more than he could take. His heart squeezed hard in his chest. “I don’t want you in my world. Talking about it is just as bad.”
“So you keep everything bottled up inside? Covert operations dictate you have to keep all your emotions undercover. What kind of way is that to live?”
He captured her eyes with his gaze, thinking, if I don’t cage her, she’ll run from my words. “You really want to know who I am? It will give you the same nightmares.”
“No, it won’t. I’m stronger than I look.”
“I do what must be done, whatever it is, and I stay until the job is done. Hell, I’ve been in and out of the U.S. so much I don’t even own a home here. I got most of the scars on my body from an ambush when I was a Ranger along the Afghan/Pakistani border. Tough terrain, but the toughest problem is figuring out who to trust. Our Afghani guide was a Taliban agent and he led us to an ambush. We were pinned down in crossfire and every single one of my teammates died, including Ray Martinez. He was a close friend.” It was the first time he’d said it and a knot released in his chest. “They left me for dead.”
Allie wrapped her arms around Drew and squeezed. “Ohmigod.” She absorbed his words, trying to take in his pain.
“I once promised to protect the citizens of this country in any way I possibly could. Even though I’m no longer in the military, I still embrace that oath.”
His brutal honesty settled deep inside her. He was a man who found it difficult to admit to any weakness.
“I come from a military family, Allie. And the military came first in every way, including emotionally. My father taught me to withhold emotion for the people we met. For me, it became a badge of honor.”
And that honor is what drove him now. Of course, he would see his inner fears and insecurities as inadequacies in himself.
“I’ll do anything in my power to see the mission succeeds.”
“You’ve done horrible things.”
His face closed, his eyes shuttering. “I told you this wouldn’t be pretty.”
When he looked up at her she could see that he thought she was judging him. He dropped his arms, started to turn away.
“No, Drew.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled his rigid body against hers. “I wouldn’t ever judge you.” He was what she’d thought he was from the moment she’d met him. A warrior whose significance had got lost in the bigger issues, in the fight against evil and oppression. Allie now had the personal story of one such warrior, seeing firsthand what lengths he’d gone to and would continue to go to, to make a difference.
Stopping the Ghost would keep devastating weapons out of the hands of America’s enemies. It represented one link in a very long chain that stretched all the way to Afghanistan and Iraq. Drew had given up everything to face that threat and defeat it. His courage alone was almost unfathomable.
He was self-sacrificing, but she was selfish enough to want him for herself.
He tried to pull away, but her arms tightened around him. “I’m not judging you,” she repeated, “I’m not,” she said when he tried to pull away again. “I’m just trying to understand all this. Trying to understand you. It’s important to me.”
He went still against her as if he couldn’t believe what she was saying. Obviously he thought it was impossible for her to care about a man so deeply entrenched on the dark side. With a soft groan, he buried his face in the hollow between her neck and shoulder. “Allie, oh, Allie.”
She wasn’t really any different from him. She wanted to be accepted for who she was in light of all the things she’d done in her life. She moved away a bit so he would look at her. She cupped his face in her hands and slid her thumbs rhythmically along his cheekbones. “Everybody has secrets, Drew. Yours are safe with me.”
Drew slammed his eyes shut, tipped his head back and, for a moment, he held his breath. “Safe, sure, but accepted. What I’ve done…”
There was an odd catch in her voice as she moved her arms to his waist and laid her head on his chest. “Protect and defend—it’s enough for me.”
 
DREW BRUSHED a kiss on her cheek. “Enough.” He squeezed her tightly, aching inside. He’d never trusted a woman enough to reveal even this much and he knew he never would again.
She pressed her face directly into his chest. It brought a smile and he was profoundly moved by the comfort she found before he found the same comfort in her. He pressed his mouth to the top of her head, rubbing her spine.
She let out a long sigh. “We’ll seal it with a kiss.”
He smiled slightly as his gaze traveled over her face, the fall of her hair, just noticing the dark flecks of midnight blue in her eyes. Her expression was at once innocent and sexy. A hell of a combination. Drew wasn’t much on centerfold types; pretty was good, but most times after a couple of months he didn’t like what he found beneath. With Allie, he already knew what lay beneath, aside from a zany sense of humor.
She pursed her lips and made kissing noises.
“One kiss? That’s all? Sorry, that’s not enough,” he murmured, brushing her lips with his own.
“We can start with that. Who cares where we end up?”
His mouth captured hers on a breath of laughter that echoed in the high-ceilinged loft. Something he couldn’t name fractured inside him. It wasn’t immediate, it’d been there, dormant—in that place where he’d compressed most of his emotions—the need to connect to her when he’d been going solo for so long. He deepened the kiss and the wall inside him crumbled, releasing what was trapped there, and it howled free.
Allie felt a definite change in him. His mouth went from patience to possession, marking her as his, branding her with the fire of his need. He knew she’d deny him nothing of herself.
He was right.
His hands splayed against her back, driving up her spine as his warm mouth moved over hers with edgy desperation. She felt him tighten his control, beating back his desire to conquer and plunder. She lost all sense of time, her thoughts centered on only one thing. More. She wanted more with this man.
Drew gave. “You know where we’re going.” It wasn’t a question.
Yet her answer spoke in her tongue sliding into his mouth, in her hips rising to mesh with his. Drew nearly roared, his control slipping another notch. His hands followed her contours, and she moaned a delectable, tiny sound that nearly tore through his fraying control.
Impatiently, he gripped her at the waist and lifted her to the table. She gasped as the cold wood hit the backs of her bare legs.
His mouth covered hers in a swoop of heat more frantic, more demanding.
She pulled away, ducked seductively, made him come after her with a growl. Drew felt strung out, manipulated by the strings she had on him. He let her play him. Her life was in danger and she wanted control, wanted to command something, and he let it be him. She nipped his neck; a hot, desperate need filtered down to his heels. He wanted her, right now, on the table, and the image made his dick harden like rock. When she broke the kiss, it was to peel off his shirt. Her hands scraped over his skin and she dragged her tongue across his nipple and then suckled.
It left him trembling, and he gripped her hips, wedging closer. His hand slid upward, over the silk covering her, along her ribs, teasing the underside of her breasts. Her kiss intensified.
His gaze roamed down her body, and everything between them seemed to go still for a moment. By increments she leaned closer, the soft material of her dress grazing his chest. Then she did that arching thing that was so amazing. She just lay back and he pulled the dress over her head and off her body.
The removal of the dress left her in nothing but a lacy, hot-pink bra and matching panties. He fought for patience when he was craving her like air, his body flexing with need.
He reached for the strap at one of her shoulders. “I want to see you.”
He reached around her and undid the bra and pulled it off, dropping it on the floor.
His chest was inches away from her breasts. Allie was panting, the rise and fall of her nipples so close that it was torture. He leaned closer. That first press of flesh to flesh held a sort of euphoria, crossing the line of intimacy. Nothing in life compared to the single moment when you invited someone this close.
She was still, waiting for his touch, watching his hands come toward her and when they covered her breasts and kneaded the tender buds of her nipples, she covered his big hands and arched. Drew kissed her, loving her moans, her eagerness.
He wouldn’t last long.
Not with her small hands clutching at his shoulders, sliding over his hair. He bent, his gaze locked with hers as he closed his lips around her nipple. She watched it, the erotic slip of his tongue over her flesh and he felt her muscles tighten.
Then he moved lower, across her stomach; carefully he spread her legs, moving between.
“You okay?”
“I won’t be if you stop.”
He held her gaze as his finger followed the edge of her inner thigh. He found her and her gasp lit him on fire as he stroked her. At eye level, he missed nothing. Her tight grip, the way her hips started to move with his hand, her scent.
She hung on. “Drew, damn you.”
He thrust his fingers inside, and she came off the table, but he pushed her back till she lay flat, then his mouth was on her, tongue laving, and Allie shrieked and squirmed.
“Oh, damn. Damn that’s good.”
He flicked her clit, then circled it, over and over as his fingers slid in and out. He watched her writhe, draw her legs up and move her hips in a way that almost made him come. He wanted to be there, and he would be, yet Drew held her still, a testimony to his will when he wanted to slam into her and fuck her silly. But this was different. She was different.
She sat up and climaxed in his arms, clinging to him, her hips thrusting, her expression startled and so unlike any before. Transformed in ecstasy. A little wild, a little innocent. And he held her as she rode the wave of pleasure.
When she settled, went limp, Drew wrapped his arms around her. Cupping her behind, he pulled her off the table. Her legs went around his waist and she met his gaze, blushing. He felt the heat of her through his pants as he walked, taking her where he wanted her. To the bed. He lowered her legs to the floor, and her hands splayed over his chest. Drew knew what people saw when they looked at him—a scarred warrior—but that wasn’t the way Allie looked at him, admiration and desire shone in her eyes as she opened his pants wide.
She met his gaze, smiling smugly as her fingers dipped inside and enclosed him. He closed his eyes. His chest rose and fell hard.
“You really are the man of steel.”
Hurriedly, he toed off his boots. “Maybe there, but my restraint is crumbling.”
She took a long look, her hands following her gaze sliding over his cock. He groaned.
“You’re making me insane,” he said, pulling her hand free. She gave him free rein over her body. He took it, feeling the sleek turn of her hip, the soft warmth he wanted to enfold him. He insinuated his knee between her thighs, teasing her, rubbing and thrusting till she squirmed with need. Then he eased back, one knee on the bed to pick her up and place her in the center of the bed.
Allie grinned, watching him come closer. He reached across her and got what he needed out of the drawer, but before he could open the packet, she grabbed it out of his hands, pushed him back onto his haunches and straddled his thighs.
The heat of her sex burned him as she rolled the condom down. He smoothed his hand over her glorious hair and kissed her.
Anticipation rocketed through him as she eased his erection down, the tip teasing her sleek core. Drew gripped her hips, dragged her close and slid into her in one smooth stroke. Eyes locked, they both breathed hard.
Her nipples barely touched his chest, and he cupped her jaw with one hand, driving his fingers into her hair and tipping her head back. It was possession, pure and simple. When she rocked, his kiss deepened. His hand slid down to close over her breast, his thumb making lazy circles while his other hand guided her, urged her. She never broke eye contact, her body undulating with seductive movements.
Drew swallowed, glancing down to see himself disappear into her body. He fought for command, to keep words he probably shouldn’t say from spilling, but planted deep inside her, his body wasn’t listening. He leaned in, kissing her, easing her to her back. He withdrew and thrust, and Allie bowed beautifully beneath him. She begged him to come closer, but he’d crush her so he grasped the headboard, one hand under her hips, giving them quick motion.
“Oh, damn, harder! Faster!”
“If I go faster, I’ll lose it faster.”
“Who cares?”
It was the death knell to his restraint. A surge of energy and his hips pistoned. She met and matched, drew her knees up, planted her feet flat, taking him in. She whispered his name, what he was doing to her, how it made her feel—and her lusty words pushed him to the brink. Then he felt her tense, quicken, captivated as she reached between them to feel him slide wetly into her, then retreat. Her touch was heavy and bold, and he loved this side of her. Hidden under the proper professional, she was sexy and daring. A little brazen. Her soft flesh hardened around him, trapped him in a throbbing flex of feminine muscle and slick skin.
Drew wanted more, wanted to connect when he hadn’t—wouldn’t—allow himself to have more than casual and quick sex till the next call, the next mission. He laced his fingers with hers, trapping her, spread under him like a sacrifice. Hovering on stiff arms, he held her gaze. Waited for her to object.
She didn’t. A tiny smile fluttering through her gasps. “Drew, I won’t break.”
His control completely severed, Drew cocked his leg and pushed, driving her across the bed, a wave of desire so strong moving through him it was like a roll of thunder. He muttered a plea and thrust and thrust, and yet she still took him, her hips rising to grind to his.
Her breath hitched. Pale innocence met seasoned and scarred. His possession was raw and savage. She came and held nothing back from him, whispering her satisfaction. A flex of twisted muscle and slick bodies meshed as his climax joined hers. And she felt it, accepted the power of him, the brutal honesty of the moment.
Drew threw his head back, suspended, the wild grip of her flesh wringing him. Splintered rapture shredded his composure, yet in the deep throes of release, he noticed things. Every inch of her skin, her little tremors, the flare of her bright eyes. “Damn, Allie,” he whispered, whipping his arms around her, the last threads of passion dissolving under a slow, thick kiss.
He rolled to his side, gently pulling her injured leg across his, and watched her world come into focus. Her lashes swept up, her eyes soft and feline-sexy. Her lips curved gently and Drew felt air lock in his lungs. Flushed and rosy, she was incredibly beautiful right then.
Breathtaking.
Needing to touch her again, he brushed her hair back, tucking it in behind her ear.
“Being a bad girl feels so very good. I sure hope you have more condoms in that drawer.”
His smile was slow, and then he laughed. “I bought the economy pack.”
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THE DAY OF THE meeting with The Ghost, Allie paced, running her fingers through her hair. The cut on her leg was stiff and a little sore this morning thanks to the romping she’d done with Drew last night.
She stopped by the big windows as Katie’s voice came back on the line.
“Sorry, it’s been absolutely nuts here, Ms. Carpenter. Mr. Rosemont’s custom-made armoire is finished ahead of schedule and the craftsman wants payment. He said he could deliver tomorrow. Mrs. Jamison has been calling every day and is thrilled with what you did with her sunroom. She wants you to do her whole vacation house out in Carmel and there are two friends who are members of her garden club who must have you do their homes. She told me to make sure to tell you that you’re an absolute genius. And Lily Walden called. Ten times. She’s simply frantic. She says her party is tonight and the decorating isn’t done. I think she’s the priority. I’ve not been able to reach Mr. Kyoto. I understand you had something personal to do, but it’s not like Mr. Kyoto not to show up.”
“Katie. Take a breath, hon. I’ll try to get hold of Jason.” Allie worried her lower lip. Would Jason be willing to help her out? He sure didn’t have to pose as a decorator’s assistant anymore. Where was Jason, anyway?
“I’ve alreay prepaid the craftsman for Mr. Rosemont’s armoire. Please make arrangements to get it delivered to him today, if possible.”
“You want me to supervise?”
“Yes. You can do it, Katie. I have faith in you and I’m so strapped for time.”
“All right. Anything else?”
“Yes. Call back Mrs. Jamison and thank her for the compliment. I like being called a genius. Make an appointment with her for next week along with her two friends.”
“Separate appointments?”
“Yes, make them separate.”
“What about Lily Walden?”
“Leave her to me. I’ll finish the decorating today and she’ll be all set for her party tonight.”
“Okay. I’ll do it.”
“Thanks, Katie.”
“Is there anything else you need me to do?”
“No. There isn’t.” Allie looked toward the bed and the gorgeous sleeping man in it. “I just have one hell of a freaking obstacle to overcome. But I’m a genius, so I’ll figure it out.”
Drew will be reasonable, she thought as she closed her cell phone and made her way to the bed. Lily Walden was a big priority, and not following through on her job would hurt the success of Allie’s decorating business.
Katie’s call had woken her from a dreamless sleep in Drew’s arms.
The events that had happened during the meeting with Jammer at the consulate seemed like a terrible nightmare. The thought that she could have failed Drew last night settled into her mind and wouldn’t let go.
Could she have prevented Thad from getting shot? Was it her woeful ineptness at this undercover-covert thing that had risked his life? All that vibrancy and optimism silenced forever. It hurt her heart to think about a world without Thad Michaels in it.
And it broke her heart to think of her life without Drew. But he’d made it perfectly clear in the hospital yesterday that once this mission was over, he would leave.
Well, right now he was here, and he was warm and hard in all the right places. She tucked her phone back in her purse and stared down at him.
Reaching out, she delved her fingers through his dark thick hair. His chest rose and fell rhythmically. The sheet was tangled around one heavily muscled thigh, leaving one half of his tight buttocks bare along with his hip, waist and rib cage. The strength of him was evident in all that tight, hard muscle. But it didn’t show the intelligence that shone out of his deep blue eyes, or the compassion that he tried to hide. The way he had treated her yesterday after she’d blamed herself for Thad getting shot was something that she hadn’t really expected.
Drew was the real deal. A real man with all the complexity of one. A man who put his life on the line to make his country safe.
She loved him.
That wasn’t complex or puzzling.
It just was.
She loved him, and the pain of knowing that she wouldn’t have many more of these moments just to stare at him almost made her want to walk out the door now. To do it before he became an overwhelming ache that never went away.
But she couldn’t. She wanted everything, even that last tortuous second when he’d turn away and leave.
His hand snaked out and grabbed her around the waist. The suddenness of it made her shriek, but she laughed when she found herself sprawled across the hard muscled body she’d just been admiring.
“Are you ogling me in my sleep?”
“I don’t ogle. It’s unladylike.”
“You were ogling. I felt your eyes on me.”
“Okay, sue me. I was ogling.”
He opened his eyes and she was trapped by the life she saw in them. So full and overflowing.
He held her gaze, laying a positively wicked smile on her, and Allie experienced it as if he’d held her heart in his palm. “If I sue, it won’t be for money.”
“Oh, no? What then?” She blinked, her eyes all innocence. “Surely, you couldn’t have designs on my body?” She gasped in mock surprise. “Agent Miller, that’s so wicked.”
He laughed. “Designs, hell. I have full architectural renderings.”
“I’m sure you know where all your columns are supposed to go.” Cradled on his lap, she ran her finger over his collarbone, brushing at the knife wound halfway down his torso.
He groaned when she moved her pelvis against his. “One particular column needs to be placed just perfectly for maximum effect.”
She laughed. “Really? Where could that be?”
He growled and flipped her onto her back. Her hands smoothed over his bare chest, her mouth was on his throat and trailing lower. “We’re talking too much,” she said, sliding her tongue over his nipple and hearing air hiss through his teeth. She liked that he tried to restrain himself. She nipped at his rib cage. His muscles jumped, and, when her hand traveled lower, Drew gripped her shoulders then rose above her.
“Before this gets too out of control, why don’t you tell me what that phone call was all about, genius?”
“Killjoy.” She taunted him with another heart-pounding kiss, then eased back. “I thought you were asleep.”
“Covert operatives never sleep. We had sleep removed from our makeup,” Drew deadpanned.
“Ha-ha.”
“Were you going to ply me with sex and get me all weak and quivering before you told me of your decorating emergency?” Drew asked.
“You’re so smart, aren’t you? You’re the freaking genius.” Allie smiled. “You’re never weak and quivering, even when you’re hot for me.”
His eyes danced with a snappy comeback, but instead, he leaned close and rubbed his mouth over hers. What a guy, she thought, and she felt a little bit of shame for trying to manipulate him. It didn’t matter now, and Allie snuggled closer, staring up into his sharp eyes.
He chuckled and looked at her. Allie touched his face, pulled him down on her and he rolled with her to his side, drawing her leg over his. For a long moment they just stared at each other.
“I need to finish Lily Walden’s home by tonight.”
“Not going to happen.”
“Don’t act like this is Mission Impossible, Drew. It’ll just be a few hours.”
“Isn’t that what you told Thad?” He raised one dark brow.
Allie giggled. “So, I miscalculated. What do we have to do but wait? I’m not really good at that, Drew. The more I think about what I have to do tonight, the more nervous I’ll be. This will be a perfect outlet for my energy.”
“Allie, it’s just not a good idea to…”
“Please, Drew. I’m scared.”
“Allie, don’t…You’re safe.”
“No, I’m not talking about the physical danger, although that’s very scary. After yesterday, I’m afraid more people will get hurt. Leila, Jason, Frost…you. I don’t want to fail.”
“You won’t fail.”
“No, you don’t understand. Not the mission. You. I don’t want to fail you. I’ve realized that I’ve never followed through with one thing I’ve tried in my life. That’s why my family doesn’t trust that I’ll make a success out of this business. I’ve been a hot-dog vendor, sold catalog jewelry, been a waitress and worked retail. I failed because I never gave it my all. The design business is the most fun I’ve ever had in my life. I can see myself doing this forever. I don’t want to let Lily down, not because of what my family will think of me, but because I’m dedicated to this one-hundred-percent.”
His expression softened and he gently cupped her face in his palm. “How can I tell you no?”
“I hope she loves the job I do and I hope you also love the job I do.”
“You’ll do fine. Trust me.”
“I do.”
He smiled, blushing a bit, and she almost expected him to say something smart, and then knew he wouldn’t. This was too important to belittle. He was that kind of man, sensitive yet jumping in with both barrels blazing, danger be damned. At least she knew to be scared about getting hurt when he left, she thought, her gaze sliding over his bare chest, his hair mussed from sleep, the dark stubble making him look every inch the dangerous male that he was. A definite threat to her libido. Could he be any sexier?
“You’re one top-notch guy, Drew.”
He smiled gently.
“I have to admit, in my ho-hum life I didn’t know what it meant to have courage. I’m not just talking about taking me on, training me.”
“Give yourself some credit.”
“For trouble with a capital T.” She pushed his hair back off his forehead. He had hero ingrained in every pore of his body, she thought. “Doesn’t any of it scare you?”
Drew stared into her eyes and said, “Only you scare me.”
“Why?”
“You do things to me.”
Her lips curved. “Screw up your mission, get Thad shot, force you into decorating 101?”
“I’ll admit the decorating was terrifying.” He leaned in.
Allie felt swallowed up by the look in his eyes. Intense, for sure, but something else she’d never seen in a man. “Unconditional acceptance, huh?”
“And surrender,” he murmured.
Tears blurred her vision and she inhaled sharply, a perilous feeling tumbling through her. “That’s a low blow, especially when I’m trying to get something out of you,” she whispered, touching the side of his face.
“You fascinate the hell out of me.”
She smiled softly, a tear falling.
“Don’t cry, Allie. I’d rather face an army. It shreds me.”
“Are we shifting our focus from me to you now?”
He sighed heavily, “I can’t deny you anything, it seems.”
“Physically impossible, especially when the heat of you is burning me up.”
Drew swore softly. “It’s more than that and you know it.” His fingers flexed on her jaw, something warring in his eyes.
Allie went still inside, and could have sworn her heartbeat just plain stopped. Was he authentic? No one had ever spoken to her like this. She cupped her palm over his hand. “Drew?”
“I mean it.”
“I feel the same way.” Her gaze lingered over him, her hand spread over his bare chest, the contours of muscle defined and rippling. It made her hot to see all of that man, and know he was hers for now. She lifted her gaze to his as she tugged at her robe’s sash. She might have lost her wild edge along the way, but she wasn’t shy. She went after what she wanted.
He covered her hand. “As much as I want to right now, I think we need to talk some more.”
“But why waste this?” she said softly, reaching down and wrapping her hand around his rock-hard cock.
He elongated and flexed against her fingers; he groaned deep in his throat. “Allie—”
“Drew, please. I don’t want to talk anymore.”
“Nothing’s resolved. How long do you think Lily Walden’s job will take?”
“Six hours, tops.”
He groaned, but this time it had nothing to do with desire.
“It would go faster if we had help.”
“Who did you have in mind?”
“Jason, Frost and Leila. If they can shoot guns and run down bad guys, they can hang curtains and move around some furniture. We’ll coin a new phrase in the decorating lexicon.”
“What’s that?”
“Commando Decorating 101.”
“How did you get into this stuff anyway?”
She sighed. “Do you really want to hear this? Right now?”
“Yes. Right now.”
Allie bit her lip. He was saying they might not have time later. “Okay, you win. When I was a girl, I played with my dolls like everyone else. And one Christmas, I got a dollhouse. It was a beautiful three-level Victorian. My grandfather built it for me. I spent countless hours playing with this beautiful house, spending my allowance on furniture. I would spend a lot of my waking time rearranging the furniture, coloring the walls, hanging clippings from my mother’s magazines for artwork, or creating new ideas for tomorrow’s play. Later in life, when I realized there was a profession that would allow me to do this for a living with real furniture and homes…”
“You knew you were on to something big.”
“Uh-huh. Just like I know I’m on to something big here.” She reached down and cupped him, the heat of his sex too hard to ignore against her flesh. “Can’t we talk about this later?”
“I think you’ve settled it.” He hissed in a breath when she moved her hand up his shaft and rubbed her palm around the tip. “We visit Thad first then…ah, damn, that feels good…then the…damn, Allie…the…ahhhh….”
“You’re breaking up, Captain. My earpiece must be faulty.”
“There’s nothing faulty with your trigger finger.”
“I need my whole hand to hold on to this weapon, and maybe my mouth and my tongue.”
Pure heat and wild hunger ignited in his eyes. She loved that about him, the danger, the threat of pleasure she saw there.
Her free hand went to his neck and she drew him close. Her tongue snaked out and slicked his lips and he groaned.
She moved her hand again, slowly, seductively, loving the feel of his hard cock in her hand, and he groaned again.
His hands swept up her tight ribs, caressing her breasts. The contact was electric. His kiss stronger, hurried, he thumbed her nipples in slow circles, and her shudder tumbled into his mouth. Her strong thighs clamped him and he broke the kiss and held her gaze as he bent her backward over his arm and closed his lips over her nipple.
She stretched, moaning at the hot, wet heat of his mouth sliding over her skin. She watched as he took her flesh hungrily. “That is so erotic, Drew.”
He smiled against her skin, lifting her higher against him, his tongue sliding over her breasts, his teeth deliciously scoring the plump underside. It wasn’t enough. “Drew, inside please.”
“Nope.”
“You really are being a killjoy.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She ran her hands down the hard muscles of his back over his firm butt. “So much of you is so big and strong. You feel so amazing, so wonderful.”
“Too rough. Too many scars.”
“I don’t think so,” she said quietly. “Nice and soft here,” she said, running her palms up the inside of his inner thigh. “And here,” she said, kissing the smooth skin of his stomach. “And most definitely here,” she said, running her tongue over the tip of his shaft. He flinched when she closed her hand over the base of his erection.
“You’ve, ah, proven your point…Allie.”
Her mouth was on him, taking him deep. He couldn’t tolerate it for long and she knew he was close. Allie loved it.
He took her down to the mattress, his hands and mouth trailing over her throat, her breasts. He paused to suck her nipples, draw on her skin, taste the curves of her ribs. His hands were busy everywhere, and Allie knew Drew had more skills than pulling a trigger and wielding a knife. Then he spread her thighs over his, baring her completely and met her gaze.
“No pithy comments?”
“Nope. Just a question. What are you waiting for?”
He laughed and his hands roamed from her knees to her center. He parted her, his fingertips dipping lightly, and he smiled as she twisted on the sheet, drew her knees up a bit. Pressing a finger inside her, he had her arching and thrusting into his touch.
“Oh, damn, again.” He obliged. She squeezed her breasts, arched deeper and slid her hands down her thighs. “Now, please.”
“No.” He introduced another finger and stroked her.
She whimpered, but Drew refused to move faster, and she found out he was good at something else. Sheer torture.
Then she couldn’t think at all as his tongue snaked and her breath hissed. He laid his mouth over her center, fingers peeling her wider as his tongue slicked in and out wetly. “Nothing to say now?”
“I am speechless,” she gasped, and he lifted her hips, his tongue flicking and circling fast, then slow. Allie gripped her thighs.
He tasted her again and again, drawing her to the edge and letting her dangle. She bucked once, then twice and kept her hands on her breasts, her feet on the mattress and pushing.
“Please, Drew.”
He arrowed up her body, pulling the nightstand drawer so hard it came out with a cracking sound. They both laughed like fools as he grabbed condoms until he could get one opened and cover himself.
Positioning himself, he grabbed the headboard and pushed into her. He left her completely and slid back, loving the look in her eyes as she watched his control snap like a dry twig.
Allie tangled her hands in his dark hair and moved restlessly beneath him. Wild sounds of yearning keening in her throat. She wrapped her legs around him, lifting her hips against his belly, seeking more contact, seeking to assuage the urgent ache that burned at the core of her desire.
“Oh, Drew.” She gulped a breath and strained against the fist of desire that tightened and tightened each time he entered her.
His chest was heaving, his thrusts deeper, driving, straining, filling her to bursting. The time for play had faded, paled in the face of something hot and intense that enveloped them and threatened to consume them.
He withdrew fully and plunged, but she wanted more and harder and told him so, and he pumped. Her climax clawed through her body, wringing a long, hard moan out of her and, as it crested, Drew came with her on the tail end of her ride. His body twisted in ecstasy.
She wrapped her arms around his neck as he collapsed on top of her, his weight bearing her deep into the mattress. It was just what she needed, just when she needed it.
“Drew. You’re freaking good.”
“You make it so easy to be good, sweetheart.”
He rolled onto his side and drew Allie with him. “It’s getting late and we have a lot to do.”
“Ah, recess is over, huh?”
Much later, as Allie sat on the bed getting dressed, Drew came out of the bathroom, a towel around his waist and one around his neck. His hair was damp and curling on the ends, something she found so endearing. He’d shaved.
He gripped the towel around his neck and she breathed deeply at how sexy he was standing there.
“This is a first. You’re almost ready before me,” he said.
“I get to wear my own clothes today.” All she had left to do was slip on her jeans. “It’s easier for me to decide what to wear. We have so much to do today, I didn’t want to waste any more time.”
“Hell, honey, that wasn’t wasting time, that was making time.”
She laughed. “Okay, you win.”
He walked over to his closet and pulled out a pair of black jeans and a T-shirt with lettering that read West Point U.S.M.A on the front.
Allie examined the cut on her leg. It was still raw and red.
“How is it?” Drew came over to the bed and examined it himself.
“Hurts like a bitch.”
“It’s going to be your first scar.”
“And hopefully my last. It was so damn scary.”
“I’ll be there every step of the way from now on. No more meetings with the Ghost alone.”
“Thanks. He’s in love with Callie and I was lucky to come in second best.” As usual, she thought.
“Don’t underestimate yourself.”
“I know who I am, Drew. I know what people think of me.”
“I don’t think you do. You did something amazing.”
“Then I think I deserve a reward.” She gripped handfuls of his shirt and yanked. Her mouth melted into his and she took her time kissing him.
Even though they’d just fooled around, she wanted to have him again, nuzzle his neck, lick his skin. She sighed.
“How was that?” he asked when they parted.
“Better than Disneyland and Sea World combined.”
“That good?”
“Yes.”
He dropped the towel and slipped on white boxer briefs. The T-shirt quickly followed, then he slipped into the jeans and zipped and buttoned them.
“Are you ready to go?”
“Yes.”
“Then let’s go get that decorating done. If I know Thad, he’s seduced every nurse in that place and is champing at the bit to get out of there.”
“I’m just so glad he’s going to be okay.”
“Me, too. He’s a good man.”
“And I want to hear how he saved the President’s life.”
Drew chuckled as they left the loft.
 
HE DROPPED the receiver for the hundredth time. He could not go to France, not until this buy was over and Miyagi was taken care of. The news was all over the TV. They were reporting the fire at the consulate yesterday evening, but there was no talk of gunfire or any fatalities. He breathed easier. He wouldn’t want to explain to Gina how he had let her sister die.
Her sister. Damn, the woman looked just like Gina right down to the color of her eyes. Yet the moment he’d gotten her in his arms, he’d known she wasn’t Gina.
It had crossed his mind that it could have been some kind of trap, but no one except a twin could look that authentic, and she intended to go through with the buy. He needed the military weapons for Fuentes.
It was time to take the next step in his plan to cage and end the reign of Fuentes, one of the most dangerous drug kingpins in the world.
It was his destiny.
He moved away from the phone and the temptation. France and Gina would have to wait.
She was in a coma.
His beautiful Gina.
An uncontrollable restlessness had been brewing since last night. Since he’d heard the words come out of Tina’s mouth.
His Gina with the light of the world in her eyes would recover, but that didn’t alleviate the rage at Miyagi for trying to kill her.
Clutching his hands over his head, he howled his rage and his pain up at the plaster medallion on the ceiling.
Why? He wanted nothing from anyone, had done his best to avoid emotional entanglement. Yet here he was, in it up to his ears. The frustration of it hardened and trembled inside him. Eyes wild, chest heaving, he sat down heavily in his chair.
It should have been just a one-night stand, but it had evolved into something else over those three days.
The anger that had cloaked him had left him feeling naked and vulnerable, his heart pumping too hard in his chest.
He was such a fool.
He’d known it couldn’t last and he’d been stupid to prolong it. They were both in a deadly business and she wasn’t an angel even though she looked like one. He shouldn’t want her, shouldn’t try to be her champion, her knight in shining armor. He was a jaded mercenary, a man with ghosts.
He held his breath a moment, fighting the rise of the old bitterness he’d thought he’d conquered.
Hitting an intercom button, he spoke into the machine, addressing one of the men he’d hired. “Is Miyagi here?”
“Yes, sir. He just arrived.”
“Send him up.”
Fudo Miyagi stepped through the door that his associate held for him. Jammer sat behind his desk. The Japanese yakuza scanned the room, nodding at the show of wealth and the seat of power. He started across the room and when he reached the desk, he bowed.
Jammer didn’t return the courtesy. He gestured toward one of the leather chairs. Miyagi’s wrinkled face frowned, his brown eyes snapping.
He sat. Jammer had had no doubt that he would. When he’d contacted Miyagi, he’d hinted that he had very important information Miyagi would want.
“I understand that you’re looking for someone. Gina Callahan.”
Miyagi’s eyes widened and he leaned forward. “You have information on this woman?”
“Yes, I do.”
“I am not a patient man.”
“I want the rocket-propelled grenades you have in your possession. It’s a big shipment and I need it for a client.”
“That shipment has been promised to another client.”
“That’s too bad. We’re done here.”
Miyagi sat still for a minute. “I agree. Where can I find the Callahan woman? She has humiliated me and damaged my reputation. I must have retribution.”
“As a matter of fact, she’ll be there tonight when we exchange the merchandise—The Port of Los Angeles, Berth 271.”
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ONCE AT the Walden Estate, Allie made a game plan to finish the rest of the house. They stopped first at the wooden gate flanked by stone posts, and Allie made sure it was left open so that all the delivery trucks could get through. Once through, they climbed the driveway to the house.
Just as they were all entering the estate through the front door, Allie’s cell rang. When she answered and listened, her face fell. “Oh, no. No. I understand.”
“What is it?” Jason asked.
“My carpenter’s had a family emergency and can’t work today.”
“What do you need done, luv?” Frost asked.
“Carpentry work mostly, assembling a headboard, putting up curtain hardware and making a cabinet to go in the dining room.”
“Show me the power tools and your plans and I’ll get started.”
At her incredulous look, Frost chuckled. “I wasn’t always a mercenary, Allie. My da was a carpenter and he taught me everything he knew.”
“I can’t believe my good fortune. You all can do just about anything.”
“What room did you want to start in first?”
“Jason, dining room. Those walls need to be covered and it looks like the first of the deliveries is here.”
“I’ll take care of the truck and then get started on the room.”
“I’ll help,” Leila offered, following Jason out the front door to the truck.
Allie set down her bag on a foyer table and pulled it open, extracting her plans. “Here are the drawings and the dimensions. The wood is in the garage along with the tools. I need the headboard frame asap.”
Frost nodded and took the paper and walked away.
“Drew, you and I have to go to the library first. I need that sofa moved up to the bedroom. I found tapestry material to match and I’m going to make the headboard out of it. I also found these great art deco lamps and figurines…Oh, shoot. I left them at the office.”
“Want me to go get them?”
“No. I can have Katie bring them here.”
Allie called and talked to her secretary.
“Let’s go get that sofa.”
Drew and Allie brought the small sofa up the stairs to the master suite.
“Where’s Lily?”
“She’s staying in downtown LA at her mother’s town-house while I get the rest of the house done.”
“This is a pretty big job for you.”
“Well, you’ve been a big help. You know, you have a knack for it, I think.”
Frost came through the door with the frame for the headboard and there was no more time for talk. Jason arrived to help Allie stretch the material and staple it to the frame.
When that was over, Allie sewed rust-colored buttons all over the fabric.
They placed the sofa and made up the bed and the master suite was done.
All of them headed downstairs, and the doorbell rang as they hit the bottom.
When Frost opened the door, Katie, Allie’s secretary, stood there, juggling two lamps and a box. Frost caught the lamps and then Katie’s eyes met his. Allie watched as Damian Frost got lost in Katie’s brown eyes. Katie, on the other hand, just stood there like a deer in the headlights.
“Katie, thanks for bringing this stuff by. I really appreciate it.” Allie engaged the girl in conversation about the Rosemont armoire, but Katie kept giving Frost clandestine looks.
Frost set the lamps down by the door and turned away, but not before Allie saw the longing on his face, quickly masked. If Allie hadn’t been looking straight at him, she probably would have missed it.
Katie left and Allie was on the move again. The dining room was completed in an hour.
It was five o’clock when they finished. Lily had returned and the flower people were already unloading the table arrangements. As they got in the car, the caterers pulled up.
 
ONCE Allie and Drew returned to the loft, he needed little time to change into all-black clothes, and arrange an array of firepower on the dining-room table.
“Hey, looks like we’re going to a war.” She tried to sound flippant, but her voice came out weak.
“Just getting everything ready for tonight. We pick up the gun shipment in an hour. Your training is over. All of this is almost over.”
Allie nodded and went to Gina’s suitcase. Now what would her sister wear to a war? Her hands shook as she reached down and pulled out a pair of black leggings, a tight, hot-pink top and the boots she’d worn to Hell and Gone. They made her feel powerful. Right, powerful.
Actually, right now her bones felt as if they’d turned into jelly. Suddenly a warm hand landed on her shoulder and his presence anchored her. Drew.
“I’ll be with you every step of the way. I promise. We’re not going to let anything happen to you. You start off the buy and we’ll finish it. The Ghost goes down tonight.”
Allie nodded. She went to change.
It wasn’t long before they were speeding down the freeway toward the Port of Los Angeles located in San Pedro Bay, just twenty miles south of downtown Los Angeles. Frost drove the truck packed with weapons with Leila riding shotgun and Jason followed on his flashy motorcycle. The closer they drew to the port the more Allie’s nerves seemed to overtake her.
By the time they pulled up to Berth 271, she was shaking. Remembering what had happened at the consulate sent fear and adrenaline into her system. She wanted to bolt from the vehicle and run.
When Drew put his hand on her arm, she jumped. He grabbed her chin and his concerned eyes took in her face. “Allie…”
“I can’t do it. I can’t. I’m sorry, but I’m so out of my league here. I’m scared down to my toenails. I’m afraid I’ll mess it up and get someone else shot or worse.”
“It’s okay, Allie. Calm down. I could go in there and tell Jammer that your sister took a turn for the worse and you’ve gone to be by her side. Let you stay in the car and stay low. But, I need you in there.”
Allie tried to get hold of herself, but the thought of all those weapons, the terror she’d lived through at the consulate, all took her by surprise. Clear, linear thought was beyond her. Drew spoke again.
“I’ll be the first to admit when I’m wrong, but at every step of this mission, you’ve been there one-hundred-percent. Quick thinking on your part saved this job.”
“I just can’t.”
Drew nodded and got out of the car.
She’d failed again. It was her destiny to be a coward and not follow through. All those years in the shadow of her sister had made Allie afraid of moving out of it and trying something on her own. Here she was, poised on the edge of doing something spectacular, and she was too damned scared to get out of the car.
Drew needed her.
Somewhere inside she found the courage to grip the door handle and open it. She stepped out and ran toward the big double doors of the warehouse. When she was almost there, she stopped, gathered her composure and swung her hips as nonchalantly as she could manage. Don’t act like Gina, be Gina.
Once she cleared the doors, she heard Jammer demand, “Where’s Gina?”
“She’s right here,” Allie said loudly, before Drew could give Jammer the excuse he’d come up with in the car. “Where’s the Ghost? You said he’d be here.”
“He is. He’s upstairs in the office.”
They looked up to see a silhouette in the curtained window. A voice came over the loudspeaker. “Jammer, make the deal and let’s get out of here.”
Jammer opened a briefcase on a nearby table situated near the door. Allie schooled her features at the amount of money in the case. She nodded and smiled at Jammer.
“The guns are in the truck.”
Drew stayed close to Allie, but Leila and Frost went to the truck to open the doors so Jammer could inspect the merchandise. After looking at one of the AK-47 machine guns, he ordered two of his men to load them onto a waiting boat.
Something metallic-sounding hit the cement floor of the warehouse.
Before he knocked her to the ground, Allie heard Drew shout, “Flash grenade!” Then her head contacted the concrete and she blacked out.
 
MAX CARPENTER stretched his legs and leaned back in his chair. The San Pedro Branch of the FBI was quiet. Max had just finished his paperwork on a serial killer that he and his partner had recently caught.
His phone rang.
“FBI.”
“There’s an arms deal going down tonight. Your sister is involved. Military weapons, rocket-propelled grenades, the Ghost and Fudo Miyagi.”
“Who is this?”
“Go to the Port of Los Angeles, Berth 271.”
“Who is this?” he asked again, but the line went dead.
 
ALLIE WOKE with a pounding headache and her throat felt raw. When she groaned, someone grabbed her by the hair and jerked her head up.
“Tell me where she is, Ms. Callahan, and I’ll let you live.”
Allie opened her eyes to find Drew, Frost, Leila and Jammer and his men all kneeling on the concrete warehouse floor.
For a moment the heavily accented English didn’t penetrate.
“Who?”
“Mr. Kyoto’s sister.”
Jammer interjected, “This was not our deal, Miyagi.”
Miyagi nodded and the man standing next to Jammer shoved Jammer across the chest.
“Mr. Kyoto’s sister, Ms. Callahan.”
“Not going to happen,” Allie said through gritted teeth, the burning pain in her scalp making her breathless.
Miyagi pulled her to her feet and she heard Jammer repeat, “This wasn’t our deal, Miyagi.”
“Go upstairs and bring the Ghost down here,” he ordered as one of his men prodded Jammer in the back. Jammer moved up the stairs, but it wasn’t long before Miyagi’s thug came rolling down the stairs.
Miyagi pulled Allie up by her hair. Drew’s training rang in her head. Always look for a way out.
There was a stairway guarded by two men and a door that looked as if it led to a room. To the far side of the warehouse there was plenty of cover. She had to do something.
Drew’s eyes were locked to hers and she wanted to shout his name. No one moved. In the silence Allie heard the heavy beat of a helicopter overhead.
“Looks like the Ghost has an alternative plan.” Miyagi cackled. “I’m going to make you pay before I cut out your heart. You’ll beg for death.” He ground the gun he held in his hand against Allie’s temple.
“No!” Drew roared, and Miyagi turned toward the sound.
“Ah, the man in the hospital wasn’t yours. Is this your man? I will take him from you.”
The gun was gone from her head and Allie didn’t hesitate. With all her strength, she used her fist to hit Miyagi as hard as she could in the groin. Miyagi’s shot went wild and he crumpled.
A shout from the open door to the warehouse startled everyone. “FBI. Freeze.” And all hell broke loose as a burst of automatic fire tore up the warehouse walls.
Allie ran for the stairs, thinking she might detain the Ghost. Before she reached the first riser, Miyagi was there with a knife to her throat.
He dragged her up the stairs.
Drew followed, understanding in a heartbeat what Allie had been trying to do.
He took the stairs two at a time and hit the door at the top with his shoulder, breaking through. He ran full-out, his only thought to get to the roof.
He gained the roof, but Miyagi was already halfway across. He was going to take Jammer’s helicopter.
Then, once again, Allie did something totally unexpected, something Drew wouldn’t have expected a novice operative to do. She went down, just went limp as a wet noodle. Miyagi staggered under her weight and had to let her go to brace himself against the asphalt of the roof.
Drew shot the knife out of his hand. Miyagi clutched his hand and turned to run for the chopper. But he never got inside—a booted foot sent him careening back.
The chopper took off and Drew saw Jammer’s face in the glass. He saluted.
Miyagi recovered quickly and ran at Drew like a wounded bear. With quick jabs and flying fists, Drew met Miyagi head-on.
Miyagi wasted no time and went after Drew’s vital zones, but Drew blocked every move. With rapid punches, Miyagi delivered a blow to Drew’s midsection that had him grunting and landing on his back. Miyagi tried to bring his foot down on Drew’s head, but Drew rolled out of the way and got back onto his feet.
He shot out a jab of his own that Miyagi blocked. Drew immediately went for his knee and threw him to the ground.
Miyagi rose and looked around frantically. He ran for the edge of the roof and the fire escape. Allie was up and running, too.
“No!” Drew yelled, but it was too late. Allie caught up to Miyagi and threw herself at him. He went down and slid right over the edge of the roof. Allie couldn’t let go in time and she began to slide over with him.
Drew jumped forward, landing on his stomach just as Miyagi went over. Allie screamed, but Drew managed to grab hold of her shirt, stopping her momentum.
He held her in midair and crawled back inch by inch, her weight pulling on his shoulder, but he had no intention of letting her go.
“Drew,” she said softly.
“Hang on, Tinkerbell. I’ve got you.”
Drew heard pounding feet and turned to look over his shoulder. What he saw wasn’t good. It was one of Miyagi’s men and he wasn’t going to be happy to see his boss sprawled on the sidewalk below.
“Allie, hang on,” Drew said as he set her hands on the edge of the roof and rolled to get his gun.
When he got his hand on the grip, he reached out and pulled the trigger in successive bursts. The gunfire hit the guy in the chest and he went down.
Allie began to slip and Drew dropped the gun and hauled her up into his arms.
For a moment he just sat there holding her.
“Thanks,” she said over and over. “Thank you so much.”
“Hands up,” a voice said, and Drew turned to see a man with a gun pointed at him. Drew breathed a sigh of relief when he noticed the man’s jacket was emblazoned with the white letters, FBI.
Allie raised her face from Drew’s shoulder.
“Max?” she said.
 
THEY WERE all taken into custody to keep Gina’s cover intact, but the sting operation to capture the Ghost was a bust. Inside the upstairs room, they found a cardboard cutout anchored to the window and a taped recording of the Ghost’s voice rigged to the loudspeaker. Jammer was long gone with the military weapons, the launchers and all of Miyagi’s money. The guy was slick.
Allie had a lot of explaining to do, and Max pulled her and Drew into an interrogation room at the Westwood Building to hear every word. To say he was mad was an understatement.
When he let her go with a lecture, they emerged from the building at 1:00 a.m.
Mr. Murdock showed up in a black car, and announced, “Gillian’s got a job for you, Drew, if you’re interested. I have a plane waiting to take you to D.C., but you’ll need to leave now.”
“Give me a minute, Mark. I’ll be right with you.”
Mark got back in the car and shut the door.
Drew turned to Allie. “I won’t see you again, will I?” asked Allie.
Drew stared at her, memorizing her features, especially her lit-from-her-soul smile. Deep inside his chest he felt a tight, hard pain. “I’m sorry, Allie.”
Her gaze ripped over him, hiding nothing of her emotions. She backed away a few steps. The driver of the car beeped his horn.
She wouldn’t take her eyes off him. She wasn’t going to make any of this easy. “Take care of yourself, Tinkerbell.”
Drew turned to get into the car, one hand gripping the frame. He closed his eyes briefly, wanting more and knowing it wasn’t possible. Keep moving. Somehow those words just seemed so hollow. He started to climb in.
He felt a warm hand on his shoulder and when he turned, she was there against him, her hand sliding up his chest, her fingers at his nape and pulling him down to her.
Her mouth covered his and Drew trapped her against him, his entire body igniting like a rocket. He felt that crackling current between them. Intoxicating, leaving him useless and hungering for more.
Abruptly, she pulled away and moved out of his arms. Drew felt suddenly stripped, empty. Then she walked across the street toward the waiting car that would take her home, never once looking back.
Drew watched her go.


15

HE STOOD by her bed in the dim room. She was checking out today. She slept peacefully. His heart wrenched in his chest at the thought of losing her. Her sister had lied to him, but he couldn’t blame her. It had taken him some time, but he’d found out that Gina had been transferred to Walter Reed Hospital.
He’d made sure that Gina’s sister would have a chance to get out of that buy alive. He’d jury-rigged a phone to send a taped message to the FBI. Miyagi was dead; both women were free from that threat.
He wanted to tell her so she could understand. He couldn’t have her, couldn’t care, because they were both balanced on a knife point and because everything he ever wanted was ripped away from him in the end anyway. He didn’t need the pain, didn’t think he could stand it. He could never say any of those things. It had to be a quiet goodbye.
All he could think was that he wanted to hold her. Just for a while. Just for what was left of the night. He wanted to hold her and kiss her, and find some comfort.
It wasn’t as if he didn’t need her….
Longing welled inside him, and he reached out to touch her, to ease the ache, to fill the hole in his heart if only temporarily. He touched her cheek, revelling anew at the softness of it. He leaned down and sampled her lips, soft in her drugged sleep, drinking in the taste more soothing than wine. His palms framed her face. He drank again of her sweetness, his lips trembling on hers.
“Jammer,” she murmured.
He shushed her and she settled deeper into a healing sleep.
Then he gave in to what he needed. He pressed into her and held her to him. His heart beat a painful cannonade against the wall of his chest.
He held her until he felt the sun rise, then he let her go.
Outside, much later, he watched her walking out of the hospital with her men surrounding her. Watched her get into a car and drive away. He looked up at the morning sky smudged with the first light of dawn. He wanted to love her. His heart ached for it so, it nearly took his breath. It surprised him after all this time, after all the hard lessons, that he could still be vulnerable. He should have been able to steel himself against it. He should have known enough to turn her away. Yet he had wanted so badly just to touch her, just to know she was okay.
He had wanted her from the first. Desire he understood. It was simple, basic, elemental. But this…this was something he could never be trusted with again. And because he knew that, he had somehow believed he would never be tempted. Now he felt like a jerk, betrayed by his own heart, and he kicked himself mercilessly for it. Stupid, selfish bastard…. He couldn’t allow himself to fall in love with Gina Callahan.
She deserved far better than him.
 
HOW MANY MORE stinking swamps could this country have, Drew thought as he trudged through more saw grass and standing water. Frost was behind him with an unconscious female DEA agent across his back in a fireman’s carry and bringing up the rear was Leila.
They had just rescued this agent from some hole Eduardo Fuentes had dug in his compound and called a prison. Drew smiled, remembering the huge explosion that had been a great distraction in rescuing the agent. While the narco-terrorists were running willy-nilly due to Leila’s covering fire, Drew had gotten the woman out.
Now all they had to do was get to their evacuation point and they were home-free.
Not a minute went past that Drew didn’t remember his goodbye to Allie. His regrets twisted him up inside.
A bullet plunked into the water in front of him and Drew yelled, “Get to cover.”
Leila turned and started to return fire as all three of them ran for the forest. They were very close to the rendezvous point where the chopper would meet them to fly them out of here.
Frost pushed the unconscious agent at Drew. “Get her out. I can hear the chopper. Leila and I will cover you.”
Then he was gone, disappearing into the foliage.
Drew hefted the woman across his back and started running. He was steps away from the chopper when one of Fuentes’s goons came out of the jungle pointing a gun right at him.
Drew froze. He was a dead man.
Then the guy folded to the ground and the way was clear. Drew only caught a glimpse of Frost as he moved away. Breathing hard, he slung the DEA agent into the arms of the men standing in the open chopper door.
He turned to help Frost and Leila, but saw they were already hotfooting it to the helicopter. He laid down covering fire as they jumped to safety. The chopper took off.
Drew leaned back, and, for a moment, he met Frost’s eyes. He didn’t say a word, but Frost nodded as if he saved Drew’s life every day.
It was then and there that Drew accepted, finally accepted, that these members of his team were his friends, along with Thad and Jason. He’d been a fool to turn away from Allie, a fool to fear his own emotions. Allie had been right. He could change his life. He was the only one who could change his life. He loved her and as soon as he got back to LA, he was going to tell her so.
 
ALLIE STOOD in Lily Walden’s living room.
“Do you agree with me, Allie? The color just isn’t right.”
“It isn’t. I agree. I brought a bunch of throw pillows, I’ll get it right. I promise.”
“I’ve got to go out. I’ll see you later.” Lily left the room and Allie heard the door open and close.
Throw pillows weren’t exactly what Allie wanted to think about at the moment. Callie was awake and she was coming home today! She and Max were going to meet her at LAX this afternoon.
It probably meant a trip out to Covina to visit the family, but Allie didn’t mind. In fact, she was looking forward to it. No longer would she feel like a ditz. Drew had helped her see that what she had to offer, in her own way, had merit. She didn’t have to hide herself in her sister’s shadow anymore. She’d performed for her country, and, although they hadn’t caught the Ghost, she’d helped to get rid of a terrible threat to her sister’s life.
It still hurt to think of Drew, but it had only been three days since she’d last seen him. Still, three days was too many. She prayed once again for his safe return from whatever mission Mr. Murdock had sent him on. She would never forget him and the impact he’d made on her life.
She sighed and got back to the business at hand.
Allie bent down and dumped out what she’d brought. She had pumpkin and coral. More pink or more orange. Hmm. She thought either one would go. She decided to flip them in the air and the one that touched down first would be her choice.
She threw them and turned. Drew stood there with a coral pillow in his hands. “Okay, so maybe you’re not as happy to see me as I thought you’d be.”
“Drew!” Allie shrieked and ran into his arms. “Ohmigod! I didn’t think…I thought…You’re here.”
He laughed, but it was cut off. Allie laid her mouth none too gently over his. She was taken with his intoxicating scent of hard, hot male, and the connection that sizzled between them the moment she’d touched him.
His lips lingered over hers. “I love you, Allie.”
He loved her. The mere thought made her chest tighten and her pulse race.
Her eyes popped open. “I love you, too. So much.” Suddenly she noticed the scrape on his face. “What happened? You’ve been hurt.”
“A mission I can’t talk about. Don’t look so worried. I’ve decided that I want to spend more time with you, rather than traipsing all over the world getting my butt into hot water. I’ve accepted a position with Watchdog to train their new recruits and I’ll have my hands full as Frost, Leila, Jason and Thad have all been hired by them. The director was very pleased with our performance and made them all an offer they couldn’t refuse.”
“That’s amazing. So now I don’t have to worry about you in danger every day. Can’t say I’m sorry about that, but you’ll always be my secret agent. And you’ll always be the man who showed me that I can accomplish what I set out to do, even when it gets hard.” Allie smiled.
“You showed me that I don’t have to give up what I want anymore. I’ve never followed through with anything and you’ve had to give up everything that meant anything to you. We’ve both learned that we can change and grow. We can do more together than we could alone.”
“In the past, it’s been safer to walk away, but not this time,” Drew acknowledged.
“No, not this time, Drew. This time we both stick.”
“Just think, this all started because I found you in the wrong bed.”
“Mmm, and I was the wrong sister.”
“At the wrong time.”
“But, I found you, my oh-so-right man.”
“Looks like we’re in the right place now and I have the right sister in my arms. I’m never letting you go.”
“I’m never letting you go, either, Drew. And you’re sure about loving me?”
“Yes, Allie.” He chuckled. I’m taking your advice and going after those unknown demons. Change can be very scary.”
“Demons, huh? More Lake of Fire stuff. That is scary. Can I come?”
“It could be dangerous.”
“I’ve faced danger before. I laugh in the face of danger. Ha. So, can I come?”
“I came here betting on it, Tinkerbell.”


Epilogue

“SHE’S PROBABLY going to marry him, Max. You’d better get used to the idea,” Callie Carpenter said to her scowling brother.
“He better make her happy.”
“He’s not doing missions anymore. Allie says he’ll be training.”
“Well, that’ll allow her to sleep at night.” He didn’t like the shadows under Callie’s eyes or the gaunt look of her. “You need more rest. Why don’t you turn in?”
“I will, but I’m not done with this Ghost mission, Max. Not by a long shot.”
“Why do you think the Ghost called the FBI? It couldn’t have been in his best interests to get us involved.”
“I don’t know, Max. I’ll ask him when I arrest him.”
Max had no doubt that she would. He rose when she did and hugged her tightly to him. Max had got into the FBI to make the world safe for the one thing in this life that made it worth living. His family. The fact that his sister chose to go into black ops was something he was totally against, but he was thankful that she was alive and that Miyagi hadn’t got his hands on her. If the man wasn’t dead already, Max would have taken him out.
But the Ghost was just as big a threat. He’d been doing what he wanted for too long. It was time for him to really get ghosted.
“I’ll catch him, Max. I promise.”
He watched her walk to his guest room. She was going back home in the morning to recover under his mother’s excellent care. His parents knew nothing about Callie’s real job and, of course, it had to stay that way.
“Not if I get to him first,” Max warned. He hadn’t been top in his class at Quantico for nothing. “He’s going down and he’s going down hard.”
Or he’d die trying.
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SHE WAS LATE. All because she’d forgotten the necklace and had to go back. Reese Winslow parked her red Beamer convertible illegally, jumped out and raced through the studio doors.
A panicked-looking young woman with blond, spiky bangs, and wearing headphones, jogged toward her. “Dr. Winslow?”
Fingering the smooth jade pendant that hung around her neck, Reese nodded. It was a talisman more than a piece of jewelry, and she hated doing anything important without it.
The woman’s relieved expression flirted with annoyance. “Seven minutes to airtime. Will you be ready?”
“I will.” Reese pointed to the hall on the left. “This way to makeup, right?”
“Yep. Karla’s waiting, but you gotta hurry.”
Reese was tempted to pull off her four-inch high heels, but then she’d risk ruining her new hose. When she entered the dressing room, Karla already had a makeup brush in her hand.
“You don’t look too bad.” The redhead squinted at Reese over gold reading glasses. “I’ll have you ready in no time.”
“I’ve got about five minutes.” Reese sat in the black leather chair facing the mirror.
Shaking her head, Karla threw a cape over the front of Reese’s dress. “Your mother used to always be late, too.”
“Oh, please, this is the first time I’ve been late.” She was nothing like her mother, but she didn’t want to go there. “I’ll bet you a hot fudge sundae I’ll be in my seat on time.”
Karla snorted and gestured to her curvy right hip. “Do I look like I need a sundae?”
“Don’t worry about it. You’re losing the bet. Not that I need a sundae, either.”
“Oh, brother.” The woman shook her head but concentrated on working her magic. “Believe it or not, when I was your age I was a size four, too.”
“The camera makes me look like a size twelve,” Reese muttered, studying her reflection. “I should’ve worn my navy blue suit. This green dress makes me look washed out.”
Karla exchanged the makeup brush she’d been using to apply blush for a smaller one, while eyeing Reese critically. “No, it brings out the green in your eyes.” She went to work on touching up Reese’s eye shadow. “Don’t worry, honey, the camera loves you.”
It was her nerves talking, Reese decided. Which was crazy. She’d been around movie sets her whole life. Before her parents had divorced, and twice as much after. No matter which one she and her sister, Ellie, had been shuttled to, either their mother or father invariably were starring in a movie.
She’d be okay once the camera rolled. Oddly, the last two times she’d been invited to join a panel of physicians, she’d immediately calmed down as soon as the on-the-air signal came. Needing to focus on the questions put before them had rid her of anxiety. Especially since the rest of the panelists were a collection of esteemed doctors a good two decades her senior.
Reese glanced at the large round wall clock. Too bad she didn’t have a tenth of her mother’s composure. Or her father’s enviable charisma. Brad and Linea Winslow had been Hollywood royalty, the power couple of the seventies and eighties. Even now, close to sixty, they each enjoyed considerable success.
If Reese had wanted a career in show business, the doors would’ve swung wide open. But from the time she was ten, she wanted to be a doctor. And nothing had swayed her off the path. She’d been blessed with excellent tutors who accompanied her to her parents’ sets. Blessed, too, with a scientific mind that had allowed her entrance into one of the best medical schools in the country. Before she’d completed her residency, she’d been invited to join the staff of a prestigious East Coast hospital. Everyone thought she had it made. In many ways she did have everything. At least to the naked eye.
The blonde briefly poked her head into the dressing room. “Two minutes, Dr. Winslow.”
Reese breathed in deeply, counting to ten before she exhaled. She wished Ellie could’ve made it tonight. Her sister was the one constant in her life. The only person who understood her, who’d been by her side through their parents’ messy, public divorce, through the holidays spent with their nanny, through the broken promises. Yet even Ellie didn’t totally comprehend the depth of Reese’s loneliness. How could she possibly complain, when her privileged life had extended into adulthood?
Oh, Ellie had had her successes, too. Including a fabulous modeling career, which she’d chosen to leave. But after that she’d seemed lost, unsure of what she wanted in life. Reese had never faltered from the golden path. She’d inherited her mother’s fair looks, only twice suffered the indignation of receiving a grade below an A, and had enjoyed a short list of so-called perfect boyfriends.
Even the recent “celebrity doctor” moniker had come easy, largely due to her family name. She didn’t delude herself about that point. But her education, ambition and looks sealed the deal. So how could anything be missing in her life?
Karla unsnapped and pulled off the black cape. “Better get out there, or they’ll send in the dogs.”
Reese smiled at the seasoned older woman, whom she’d gotten to know a little during the past few months, since she’d been making the health panel circuit. The makeup artist had crossed paths with Reese’s mother over the years, and sadly, seemed to know more about Linea Winslow than Reese did. She enjoyed the stories about her parents, though, and after she got to her feet, gave the woman an impulsive hug.
Karla blinked, clearly surprised at the gesture. Her expression softened. “You’re gonna do great, honey.”
Unnerved by her own uncharacteristic display of affection, Reese pulled back her shoulders and nodded brusquely before heading out of the room. She didn’t know what was wrong. Why the sudden melancholy. Maybe it was simply the dreaded chore that lay ahead for her and Ellie tomorrow. One they had put off for too long. Packing up Grandma Lily’s house in South Dakota.
A year had already passed since her funeral and the reading of the will that left all of her possessions to Reese and Ellie, including the grand old house that had been in the Winslow family for over a hundred thirty years. Even when they were children the three-story house had seemed ancient, with its creaking doors and noisy hardwood floors.
With Grandma Lily having been moved to a retirement community nine years ago, Reese hadn’t been back to the home since she was twenty. She didn’t look forward to returning and not seeing Grandma Lily sitting on the wrap-around porch, rocking in her favorite faded, rust-colored chair. It was going to be strange and depressing, but the Realtor had called three times now with the same interested buyer, and it was foolish to allow the place to rot away.
With Ellie’s upcoming photography show and Reese about to start her position at the hospital, the timing to clear out the old place would never be better than right now.
“Ready, Dr. Winslow?” A short, stocky young man with thinning brown hair gestured her toward the stage, where the rest of the panel members were already seated. Three men and one other woman with a staggering combined knowledge that should’ve humbled Reese.
And it did. To some extent. But she was no slouch, either. Straightening, she touched the jade that had been in the Winslow family for eons, smiled at the assistant and then took her place on stage.
 
REESE SLOWED the rental car, virtually stopping in shock before turning into the overgrown driveway.
Ellie gasped. “Oh, my God. I can’t believe this mess. Maybe we should park on the street. The car is likely to get scratched.”
“You’re right.” Reese slowly reversed, narrowly missing the wooden mailbox that sagged to the side. Guilt tugged at her heart. Where beautiful yellow and pink roses once followed the curve of the porch, weeds choked the life out of anything in their path. “I guess we shouldn’t be too surprised.”
“I am. The Realtor swore he’d keep the place maintained. We’ve sent him four checks.”
Reese stopped the car just short of the brick sidewalk that led through the gate to the porch steps. “True. I can’t believe he has a buyer.”
“Maybe that’s why he’s let everything get run-down. Mr. Kent told me the man wants to tear the place down and build a bed-and-breakfast.” Ellie shook her dark head as she reached for the handle and opened her door. “Still, this is awful.”
Reese pulled the key from the ignition and stared at her sister. “He wants to tear it down?”
Ellie shrugged. “I’m pretty sure that’s what Mr. Kent said. I was meeting with a client when he called.”
“That’s crazy.”
Ellie frowned, her annoyance plain, and totally understandable. She’d received little help from Reese with the matter. “Can you imagine how much it would cost to restore just the house? Not to mention the garage and carriage house.”
Reese didn’t say anything. She had no right. It wasn’t as if she was willing to step in and do anything with the old place. Her life was far removed from the Black Hills of South Dakota. In fact, not until she’d pulled up to the rickety, once-white picket fence did she feel the sentimental pull of the three summers she and Ellie had spent here in Deadwood.
No doubt there would’ve been many more summers, too, if Grandma Lily hadn’t started with the strange haunted house stories that scared the living daylights out of two different nannies.
Both sisters got out of the car, and Ellie, reaching the gate first, gingerly lifted the metal catch. The peeling paint wasn’t so bad, but the rotting wood was more than an eyesore, rendering the gate pretty useless. One of the slats fell off when she tugged a little too hard.
“Wow. This is scary. I hope the floorboards inside are okay,” Reese said, her gaze going to the blue front door, which, oddly, looked freshly painted.
“Mr. Kent wouldn’t have been able to show the house if it was unsafe.”
“You’d think.”
“Yeah.” Ellie’s laugh was nervous. “Maybe we should’ve had someone else come pack up the house.”
Reese glared at her. “Gee, that sounds familiar.”
“I know. I know. That’s what you wanted to do from the beginning. Too impersonal. Grandma deserved more than that.”
Reese looked away. She refused to feel guilty about being rational. Her time was at a premium. Ellie, much more a free spirit, didn’t always understand that.
“Anyway, we would’ve hated not knowing what was in those old trunks in the attic.”
Sighing, Reese followed her up the front steps, which were surprisingly sturdy. “You’re right. Besides, do you know how long it’s been since we’ve gotten together? No parents. No photographers. No deadlines. Just us.”
“Not my fault.”
Reese made a face. “I know.”
Ellie chuckled and nudged her with her shoulder. “I’m glad we’re here, too.”
Reese had the key and inserted it in the lock. At first it stuck, but after some wiggling, she opened the door, immediately greeted by the faint lingering scent of their grandmother’s lavender and a collage of childhood memories. For a moment she was ten again, giddy with the memory of glorious months running barefoot and gorging herself with homemade chocolate chip cookies until she thought she’d be sick.
She slanted her sister a mischievous smile. “Race you to the back door.”
Sensible Ellie’s eyes widened. “But the floorboards—”
“You are so going to lose.” Laughing, Reese lurched over the threshold and into the dusty abyss.
 
REESE AWOKE the next morning in her old room, feeling more refreshed than she had in weeks. A little dusting, and fresh linens on the Victorian-style rosewood double bed, had made the place more comfy than the motel rooms they had reserved, so they’d canceled their reservations, grabbed dinner in town, picked up a few groceries and crashed early.
“About time you got up.” Already dressed in jeans and a god-awful pink T-shirt, Ellie stood at the bottom of the stairs. “Coffee is ready.”
“I smell it. Bless you.” In her favourite sweats, Reese yawned, and carefully walked down the stairs. “You better not have gone to the attic yet.”
Ellie snorted. “It would serve you right if I had. How can you get anything done sleeping in this late?”
No use explaining how brutal her schedule had been. That she hadn’t slept past sunup in three years. Reese squinted at the grandfather clock sitting in the foyer, but of course it wasn’t working. Too bad. It was an exceptionally nice piece that she hadn’t appreciated until now.
She used the elastic band she’d snapped around her wrist to pull her hair back. The chin-length bob barely made it into a ponytail. “How long have you been up?”
Ellie grinned, a broom in one hand, a blue chipped mug in the other. “Half an hour.”
Reese grunted as she passed her sister and headed toward the smell of coffee. “Where are we starting?”
“I think the parlor. The kitchen is too daunting for this early.” Ellie frowned. “Every cabinet is jam-packed.”
“I kind of remember that. Lots of mismatched china, huh?”
“Yep. I hope I ordered enough boxes and packing material. Mr. Kent had the stuff stacked in the dining room.”
Reese blinked at her sister, and told her, gratefully, “I’m glad you thought to do that.”
“No problem. You’ve been busy.” Ellie had already set out an extra mug. She filled it with black coffee, just the way Reese liked it, and got herself a refill.
Reese smiled fondly. Steady, dependable Ellie. Always there to pick up the slack. “I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”
“Knock it off, silly. Come on,” Ellie said, and led the way.
The parlor drapes had once been an attractive emerald-green, they decided after a brief argument, but time and dust had turned the fabric the color of pea soup. God only knew what sort of critters lived within the sateen folds. Ellie used the broom to stir things up and warn any potential inhabitants to vacate. Nothing scurried across the dusty floor, so Reese braved her way to the gold cords, which fortunately still worked. A few tugs and sunlight flooded the room.
Luckily, the antique Chippendale furnishings hadn’t suffered much abuse and would likely fetch a nice price at auction. None of the area rugs were salvageable, but that was of no consequence since they were of the cheap braided country-style variety.
Ellie leaned the broom against a powder-blue-painted wall and stared at one of the Old West prints that hung over an ornate mahogany table with curved cabriole legs. “I think this is a Currier and Ives original.”
“It has to be a print.” Reese went to join her and stared at the peaceful farm scene. “An original would be worth a lot of money.”
“It looks really old.”
Reese peered closer. “Hmm. It does. When did they start making prints?”
“You’re asking me?”
“You’re the photographer.”
“Not this kind of stuff.”
Reese shook her head. “I’m not sure we should be doing this.”
“What?”
“Packing all this up and deciding what goes to charity and which pieces go to auction.”
Ellie muttered in exasperation. “Come on, Reese, it has to be done.”
“No, I’m not trying to get out of it. I simply don’t think we’re qualified to determine values.”
Ellie nibbled her lower lip. “Damn. It never occurred to me that Grandma’s things were worth anything.”
“We were kids the last time we spent a summer here. Everything just seemed old and unattractive,” Reese admitted.
“You’d think Mother or Dad would’ve warned us.” Ellie laughed uneasily, and they exchanged knowing looks. Brad and Linea Winslow weren’t horrible people, just lousy parents.
“Okay, so if we’re agreed that we need more expert help…” Reese turned to her sister with a smile. “There’s not much else to do today but—”
“The attic,” Ellie finished, bubbling with giddy laughter, and ran for the stairs.
“Hey. No fair.” Reese scrambled after her, three steps behind.
Ellie’s much longer legs gave her the advantage, and no matter how hard Reese pushed herself, she made it to the third floor behind her sister. Both laughing and out of breath, they found the narrow stairs that would take them to the forbidden zone.
Only once had they been allowed to accompany their grandmother into the cramped stuffy room when she’d gone in search of a photo album. The cobwebs and dust bunnies and creaking floor had been formidable, but the allure of an ornately carved chest and collections of vintage toys won their curiosity. They hadn’t been able to explore as much as they’d have liked.
Something had spooked their grandmother and she’d quickly herded them out, warning them that the attic was forever off-limits. Nothing could have made breaching the boundary more appealing to curious eleven-and thirteen-year-olds. But that had been the last summer they’d spent in Deadwood. At the time they hadn’t understood why, but in retrospect, they knew that Grandma Lily had begun her descent into dementia.
Ellie let Reese go first, a gesture she wasn’t sure she appreciated. The dust and mustiness nearly overpowered her, throwing her into a coughing fit, but she found relief by shoving open the window facing west. It was small, the clouded glass scarcely providing enough light for Ellie to find the bare overhead bulb.
“Tell me again why we were so excited to come up here,” Reese said between coughs.
Ellie sneezed three times. “If I end up on the floor at least I’ll have a doctor to see to me. This is ridiculous.”
“We don’t have to do this.” Reese pulled the neckline of her shirt up over her nose and mouth until the crisp outside breeze had a chance to circulate.
“It’s getting better already.” Ellie stationed herself near the open window and took several gulps of cool spring air. Then she turned toward Reese, but her fascinated gaze went past her. “Would you look at that.”
Reese twisted around. In the corner, hanging on a seamstress’s form, was a wedding gown. A very fancy one with lots of lace and pearls. Forgetting about the cloying air, Reese moved toward the dress. “It’s beautiful.”
“It couldn’t have been Grandma Lily’s,” Ellie said, coming to stand beside her. “She was tall. That dress is tiny.”
Enthralled, Reese ran the tip of her finger over the high, pearl-trimmed neckline. “It’s in remarkably good shape, but it’s really old. Maybe it belonged to her mother.”
“Try it on.”
“What?” Reese stared at her sister, strangely intrigued by the idea.
“I bet it’s your size.”
“Probably the closest I’ll get to a wedding.”
“Stop it.”
Reese shrugged. It was the truth. They both knew it, but her lack of a love life wasn’t a big deal. She’d made her choice. A career was important to her, besides the fact that she was picky about men. Overly so, she’d been told more than once. “Okay, I’ll try it on if it’s not too dusty.”
Astonishingly, it wasn’t too bad. Ellie readied the fragile dress, with only a couple of pearls coming loose by the time Reese wiggled out of her sweatpants and took off her top.
“This sucker is kind of heavy,” Ellie said. “You should probably step into it.”
Reese nodded and carefully did as suggested. Cringing under the weight, she sucked in her belly as Ellie struggled to button up the back. “I bet this is supposed to be worn with a corset.”
With a grunt and a firm tug, Ellie secured the hook and eye at the top. “Let me see.”
Reese gathered up the skirt, lifting the hem off the floor, and spun around. “What do you think?”
“You look awesome. Come see in the mirror.”
A full-length mirror propped by a walnut easel stood in the corner by the window. Reese stared at her reflection in surprise. The dress was amazing. Charming and old-fashioned, with a high neck, long sleeves that came to a point just above her knuckles, and a cinched waist that left no room for a decent meal.
“I’m taking a picture,” Ellie said. “Where’s the camera?”
“Still in the car, I think.” She couldn’t take her eyes off the exquisite dress. The workmanship was stunning, from the intricate lace to the generous use of pearls.
“I’m going to go look for it and refill our mugs.” Ellie stopped, her eyes narrowed. “Don’t even look at that chest while I’m gone. I mean it.”
“Not even a glance.” She heard the stairs creak as Ellie went in search of coffee and camera. Spellbound by the reflection of the dress, Reese blinked. Why hadn’t they seen this gown that time they’d come up here with Grandma Lily? She had so many questions about the dress that couldn’t be answered now that Grandma was gone. It had to be really old. Was there a veil that went with it? Her gaze drifted to the trunk. But she’d promised Ellie.
She was about to turn back to the mirror when a bright white light flashed from the trunk and momentarily blinded her. She blinked a couple of times, until her vision cleared. Everything slowly came back into focus. The chest looked just as it had a few minutes ago.
Intrigued, Reese gathered the skirt in her hands and, making sure the hem cleared the scarred wooden floor, hurried to the trunk. The key was inserted in the lock and turned easily. Bracing herself, she leaned back and slowly lifted the lid.
A cloud of dust rose, spiraling up her nostrils, making her cough and sneeze. The haze dispersed and she wiped her watery eyes with the back of her hand, careful not to ruin the sleeve. She squinted until her vision cleared, to find a book lying on top of a pair of laced-up shoes and some trinkets. Ordinarily the latter would have been what captured her interest, but it was the book that drew her.
The once-blue jacket was old and faded to gray, she noted as she gingerly picked the volume up with both hands, worried about the condition of the narrow spine. Her attempted caution ended up making her clumsy, and she nearly dropped the book. Luckily, she recovered it before it hit the floor. A page came loose and she opened the book to inspect the binding. The 1910 copyright surprised her. She’d thought the publication was older.
With great care, she turned to the loosened page, her gaze riveted to the picture of an open wooden coffin. Propped up inside was a grainy photograph of a young dark-haired man, his eyes closed. The eerie image gave her a chill, and why she didn’t immediately close the book she had no idea. She simply couldn’t. Something about the handsome stranger pulled at her.
It was crazy; the man had been dead for over a hundred years. But a haunting familiarity gripped her, so soundly that goose bumps surfaced on her flesh. Her eyes went to the caption.
“Sam Keegan, 29, hung in the rear of the Deadwood jail, for stealing Mr. Hastings Barnett’s horse on the 23rd of April last.”
Below, an article explained the practice of photographing convicted criminals and displaying their pictures for the public as a means of deterring illegal activity. With a sudden sadness weighing down her shoulders, she looked again at the handsome face.
The dead man opened his eyes.
She gasped and blinked.
Sam Keegan stared back at her, the pleading in his eyes unmistakable.
“No.” Reese stepped away and dropped the book. Again the white light flashed from inside the trunk, and she lost her footing. The gown tangled around her feet and she fell, clutching futilely at the air. Her head hit the floor with a thud, and then there was nothing.


2

THE STENCH WOKE HER. Stale tobacco and cheap booze and something else Reese didn’t want to think about. Slowly she opened her eyes, to see that it was the cold, roughened hardwood floor that scraped against her right cheek. A cramp seized her twisted leg and she tried to stretch it out, but something restricted her movement.
She looked down in the dimness at the lacy white dress tangled around her ankles. The wedding gown. In Grandma Lily’s attic. She took a deep, ragged breath and pushed herself up. But this wasn’t the attic. How did she get down to the parlor? It looked different. The Chippendale sofa was the same, and the table with the claw-and-ball feet, but…
A cacophony of voices drifted in from a distant room. Raucous laughter. A man’s booming demand for whiskey. The lively sound of a piano.
“Ellie?” She got up as far as her knees. Pain shot from the base of her skull and gripped her entire head. She sank back onto the floor and squeezed her eyes shut against the pounding, finding odd comfort in the scratchy wood pressed to her cheek.
“Well, well, look who finally woke up. It’s the blushin’ bride. Better get your ass up before Margaret takes a whip to you.” Cackling accompanied the strange voice.
Reese lifted her head and peered out through slitted eyes. Two women stood over her, or maybe she was seeing double.
No, one was taller, thinner, her hair an unfortunate shade of red. “You being new and all, maybe Margaret won’t have you beat for getting drunk without a customer.”
Reese forced her eyes open. Both women were dressed in costumes, Old West designs. Not the chaste, old-fashioned kind, but something that a saloon girl might have worn. The shorter, curvier, blond woman’s low-cut bodice barely contained her abundant breasts. She stuck the toe of her black, heeled boot out and nudged Reese’s arm.
“You can’t lie there all day,” she said, her face creasing. “What’s wrong with you, anyway? You sick? What happened to your hair?”
Was this a joke? Ellie wouldn’t do this. Where was she? Reese opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She could barely breathe.
The redhead, who was dressed in what looked like a long nightshirt and thin beige stockings, crouched beside Reese. She had to be only in her early twenties, but time had been unkind to her. “You are sick, ain’t you, honey?”
“I don’t know,” Reese whispered, noticing the burgundy velvet drapes that allowed in only a trickle of sunlight. A kerosene lamp kept the room from being too dark. “Where am I?”
The redhead stared for a moment and then frowned at the other woman. “Maybe we should fetch the doc.”
She shook her head. “Margaret won’t like that. This one ain’t earned her nothin’ yet. She won’t wanna have to pay Doc, too.”
The redhead still looked troubled, but she nodded. “Come on, honey,” she said, grabbing ahold of Reese’s arm and struggling to her feet. “You have to get up.”
Reese didn’t have much choice. The woman was stronger than she looked and all her tugging made Reese’s head hurt worse. “I’m dreaming,” she muttered as she was yanked to her feet, holding her breath against the sharp odor of the woman’s unwashed body. “I’m going to wake up and everything will be all right.”
The blonde and redhead exchanged wary glances.
“You ain’t gonna get no more money out of them miners dressed in that gown,” the redhead said. “Might be a good idea you go change.”
“Flo and Mary, what the hell is keeping you gals? We got customers.” The voice came from outside of the room. A woman’s voice, hard and scratchy like a three-pack-a-day habit.
“Come on. Leave your dillydallying.” The blonde grabbed Reese’s other arm. “The old lady’s in one of her moods today. You don’t want to cross her.”
Reese’s head continued to pound as she let them guide her out of the room. She wasn’t too keen on going with them, but she wouldn’t find answers lying on the hard floor. The blonde, whose name was Flo, Reese learned, took the lead down a hall that was too narrow for the three of them. Mary held on tightly to Reese’s arm, forcing her toward the voices, the sound of clinking glass and strange piano music.
The air was humid and stuffy, the musky smells horrendous, and just as Reese thought she might pass out again, they rounded the corner into a huge room. There were people. A dozen. Maybe two. Men. Women. Sitting on velvet sofas, or standing at a mahogany bar that stretched across the front of the room. One by one everyone stopped talking and turned to stare at Reese. Even the middle-aged, balding piano player abandoned his keyboard.
The only sound came from the ticking of a grandfather clock. Reese slowly turned her head. The clock looked a lot like Grandma Lily’s.
A woman let out a loud bark of laughter and approached with an arrogant air that forewarned trouble. Dressed in crinkling red satin, her dark hair piled high, her pinched face framed with corkscrew curls, she drilled Reese with her small black, piercing eyes. “So you’re the new girl?” Her gaze raked the wedding gown, and then she carelessly grabbed a fistful of the delicate lace. “What kind of foolishness is this?”
Reese jerked back, and the woman released the dress.
Mary gasped and quickly moved away, leaving Reese unsteady and teetering slightly.
The older woman’s thin lips curved in a slow, evil smile. “A feisty one, eh? I’ll fetch a good price for you. But make no mistake, you disobey me and I will have you whipped.”
This had gone too far. Reese cleared her throat. Even if this was some crazy local reenactment, how had they produced those awful smells? “Who are you? What is this place?”
After a second of tense silence, a man yelled out, “You got a live one there, Margaret.” Everyone laughed, and then some went back to their private conversations. The woman gestured with her hand and the man sitting at the piano resumed playing. Behind him, on the wall, was the same Currier and Ives print that hung on Grandma Lily’s parlor wall.
Reese’s stomach tightened into a knot. This was insane. Maybe she was the crazy one. She touched her forehead. No fever. She glanced around at the different women in various stages of undress, pandering to men wearing everything from starched-looking black suits to dusty Levi’s and sweat-stained shirts. The place looked like a brothel straight out of a Western movie.
Her gaze went back to Margaret, who studied her with a combination of malice and curiosity. “They might be wearing their hair short like that back in the East, but that don’t work here. You got to grow it out. Wear a bonnet till you do.”
Reese took a deep breath. Until she could get a grasp of the situation, there was no use antagonizing the woman. She forced a smile. “I’d like to see that newspaper over there on the bar if I may.”
“So you can read, huh?” Margaret frowned, apparently preoccupied with something near Reese’s mouth. She pinched the tip of Reese’s chin and lifted it. “You got good teeth.”
Reese swatted her hand away. “Okay, that’s enough. I need an explanation. Now.”
Everyone within hearing distance lapsed into silence again. Margaret’s eyes narrowed to dangerous slits. “I ain’t got but one shred of patience left in me.”
“That’s more than I have.” Reese sidestepped her and grabbed the newspaper off the bar. The date read 1876. She blinked. Her skin crawled. Impossible, of course. Someone had gone to an awful lot of trouble to pull off this joke. But she didn’t know anyone like that. She spun around to scan the crowd for a familiar face. Even a stagehand, maybe, who’d worked on one of her parents’ movies. Not that she knew many of the people in their circles, but what other explanation could there be?
A cowboy’s sweaty, putrid odor reached her before he did. She slowly turned to face him. A bushy mustache obscured half his features. Although he wasn’t much older than herself, his sun-ravaged, leathery skin had robbed him of youth. He got close, trapping her between himself and the bar.
“Kinda skinny, ain’t she?” he said, while reaching into the waistband of his dusty Levi’s.
She panicked, afraid he was going to pull down his pants and do God knows what to her. But he withdrew a small leather pouch and took out a gold coin.
“I reckon I’ll have a go at her anyway,” he said, passing Margaret the money and gripping Reese’s arm.
Reese swore colorfully and twisted free. Margaret tried to block her path, but she was too quick. She gathered up the cumbersome skirt and ran out the double front doors into the blinding sunlight.
 
“DAMN YOU, SAM. You’re really starting to piss me off. Where’s my whiskey?”
“Now, Doc, I believe you’ve had enough.” Sam hung up Doc’s black coat on the hook behind the door of his small examining room. “The boys are down from the mines. You know it’s gonna be rowdy in town tonight. How are you gonna patch anybody up if you’re drunk?”
Doc sank into the wooden chair next to the cot used by his patients while he dug out bullets or applied mustard plasters, and laid his head back against the chipped wall.
“You ought to understand by now, Sam. I need a drink to calm my nerves. I can’t work on anybody like this.” Doc held out his shaky hand. He didn’t have to fake it. His hands hadn’t been steady since his wife had died of consumption two years ago.
But Sam knew that the man’s demons went far beyond the helplessness he felt over the death of his missus. Him and Doc, they shared a long history. They shared the same nightmares. “Tell you what. I’ll give you a drink, but I’m gonna hang on to the bottle.”
Doc’s dark brows drew together in a fierce frown. “I don’t need a damn nursemaid. I need my whiskey.”
Sam sighed. How many times had they had this conversation? At least once a week. You’d think a body would get tired and give in. Doc’s, that is. Not Sam’s. But this was his penance. “You stay here. I’ll be right back.”
Doc said nothing, just glared at Sam slipping out the door. He’d hid the bottle in a different place, because he had a suspicion Doc knew about the hole he’d dug under the front porch. Could be he was wrong, but he swore the last bottle of whiskey he’d hid had gone down an extra inch or two. Of course, Doc had been known to barter his services for a quart of applejack now and again, so he never stayed dry for long, no matter what Sam did.
Mostly Sam tried to keep his friend on the straight and narrow on busy nights when the boys tended to get riled up, and favored their guns over curses. That’s when the blood spilled too freely, and if Doc saved one out of three he was doing good.
Sam trotted over to his livery across the street, curious at the commotion outside the Golden Slipper. Whatever had happened, the sheriff had been called, but since he was sweet on Miss Margaret it was hard to tell if he was hanging around outside because there was actual trouble. Sam hadn’t heard any shots, so he wasn’t going to worry about it. He briefly checked on the two newly boarded horses belonging to a couple of tinhorns staying at the hotel, and then grabbed the bottle of whiskey he’d tucked under his bed, behind his two extra shirts and a stack of books.
The stables weren’t much when he’d bought the place. Still weren’t. But he fixed them up as he could, mostly when he made some spare money helping Jacob, the town’s blacksmith, who sometimes got more orders than he could handle. Lately, with more and more folks from the railroad showing up, Jacob sometimes worked sixteen-hour days. Sam himself didn’t mind the extra work. He just didn’t like so many people nosing around town.
For two years now he’d lived, worked, slept and ate here in the stables. Once in a while he’d take a drink at the Silver Nugget or eat a hot meal at the hotel. He’d stopped going to the Golden Slipper a year ago. The less he kept company with folks he didn’t know, the better off he’d be. No, his life started and stopped between the stables and Doc’s. Didn’t matter if the situation he’d carved out here was to his liking. It was more than he deserved.
By the time he got back outside, the sheriff was gone. So was his worthless deputy. A few miners hung around the establishment, counting their coins or eyeballing their latest finds. Might be they were trying to figure out if they had enough for a bath, a meal and one of Margaret’s girls. But other than that, everything looked peaceful.
Sam had reached the middle of the street when he saw Joe Weaver’s boy kicking up dust, running hell-bent for Doc’s office.
“I need Doc,” the boy shouted as he got closer. “Where’s Doc?”
“Calm down, son. What happened?”
The boy doubled over, trying to catch his breath. He planted his hands on the front of his thighs and looked up with a fire-red face. “It’s Billy Ray,” he panted. “He’s behind the Golden Slipper and he ain’t breathin’.”
 
THEY’D STOPPED HUNTING for her. At least for now. Reese sat on the hard ground behind a wooden barrel, her knees drawn up close to her chest, the once beautiful white gown now caked with dirt and grimy from her sweaty palms. Her head had mercifully stopped pounding, but her pulse remained in overdrive and her body shook so hard her teeth rattled.
From her vantage point she could see the backs of two weathered wooden buildings, and farther toward the trees, a small boxy structure she imagined had once been an old outhouse. She desperately wanted to get a better glimpse of the incredible scene she’d glimpsed after escaping from Margaret. If she took another look she could prove to herself that there was no saloon called the Silver Nugget, no cowboys with guns slung low on their hips, no hitching posts, or horses with their heads lowered to troughs.
Everything had looked so real. Nothing made sense. It was almost as if she’d been swept into a time vortex and sent back over a hundred years. Of course, that was ridiculous. The possibility didn’t exist. This was certainly an absurd but elaborate joke. There could be no other explanation. So why didn’t she just stick her head out? Show herself and tell whoever was responsible that their fun was over?
She couldn’t move. She wasn’t certain she was even capable of standing. Hugging herself closer, she listened to the unfamiliar sounds and harried voices that loomed too close for her peace of mind. She was totally insane for buying into this charade. The sooner she put a stop to it the better, yet fear like she’d never known anchored her to the safety of the shadows.
Afraid to close her eyes, she rested her head back against the unfinished wood, stared at the clear blue sky and replayed the events of the afternoon. Grandma Lily’s attic. The dress. The trunk. The photograph of the man—the horse thief. What was his name? Sam something. Oh, God. He’d opened his eyes. Or so she’d imagined. She’d fallen, and that’s when everything had gone crazy. Ellie. Where was her sister? She wouldn’t have participated in this prank. She hated practical jokes.
Reese swallowed hard. For the first time she wasn’t so sure this was a joke. Yet her scientific mind battled the fantastic idea that time could be manipulated. Whether by a freak twist of nature or technology…
A noise snapped her out of her preoccupation. It sounded like someone choking.
Without thinking, she leaned forward. She saw him standing in the alley through which she’d fled. A child, about twelve, bent at the waist. Alone. Gasping for air.
She hesitated, hoping someone would come along and help him. When he went down, she pushed herself to her feet, hearing the lace tear in her attempt to free her legs. She reached him in seconds, positioned herself behind him and slid her arms under his diaphragm. Two well-placed thrusts and a green marble flew out of the boy’s mouth.
Sighing with relief, she released him. But he collapsed into a boneless heap in the dirt.
Reese crouched beside him and felt for a pulse, first at his neck and then inside his wrist. Life was there, but it was dangerously weak. She rearranged his head and shoulders, preparing him for CPR.
“What are you doing to that boy?” A stocky woman in a long dress and white bonnet barreled down the alley, shock and fear contorting her face. “Leave him alone.”
“I’m trying to help him.”
“You ain’t helping him.” The woman stood over them and peered down with horror in her eyes. “You’re—you’re a—God help us.”
“Trust me. I’m a doctor.”
The woman gasped in disbelief, then spun around and screamed for help.
Reese knew what would happen if she stayed, but she couldn’t leave the child. Not when she could save him. But she had to act fast. He’d gone from red to pale to a pasty gray. Ignoring the hysterical woman, Reese placed one hand over the other, and with the heel of her right palm, started chest compressions, while silently counting.
Several more people rushed down the alley and gathered around her and the boy. They murmured and whispered, but no one tried to stop her. She mentally blocked them out and continued with her work, noticing that the child’s color still wasn’t good.
A man wearing a black coat and hat and carrying a leather satchel knelt beside her. His breath stank with the foul smell of cheap booze. “I’m the doctor,” he said, eyeing her curiously before transferring his attention to the boy. “I’ll take care of Billy Ray.”
“Best you move aside, miss.” A hand rested gently yet firmly on her shoulder.
She turned to the owner of the deep rumbling voice. Her own heart nearly stopped. It was the man in the photograph. It was Sam Keegan.
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TOO STUNNED TO MOVE, Reese stared at the man. Tall, lean, dark hair, brown eyes. He looked like Sam Keegan, but he couldn’t be….
“Ma’am, please.” The doctor touched her arm.
She looked away from the mysterious man and shot a glance at the boy, who was deathly still, his gray pallor ominous.
“Sam,” the doctor said quietly, and the dark-haired man took her by the shoulders.
She flinched under his touch, but was too shaky to rise to her feet, so she got on her knees and managed to move a foot away from the doctor and his patient. Somewhere in her foggy brain she knew this was the time to run, get away while the anxious crowd waited for the doctor to revive the boy.
But her attention went back to the doctor, who’d checked the child’s pulse and sat back on his haunches with a resigned expression.
He sadly shook his head. “It’s too late.”
The crowd murmured.
“No.” Reese roughly elbowed the man and, caught off guard, he fell backward. “No. It’s only been a few minutes,” she said, and resumed chest compressions.
Behind her a collective gasp rose from the crowd.
“What are you doing?” the doctor asked tersely.
“Says she’s a doctor, too.” It was the woman’s shrill voice, and then a man muttered, “This ain’t right. Somebody’s gotta stop her.”
“That so?” The doctor leaned close and spoke low enough for only her to hear. “You studied medicine?”
She ignored the boozy breath that fanned her cheek, and nodded curtly as she gave her all to administering the CPR. Hands gripped her shoulders hard, but she wouldn’t stop.
“Let her be,” the doctor said quietly.
She slid a look at him and met his puzzled blue eyes. His brows dipped in a frown, his wary gaze going back to the boy.
The child they called Billy Ray sputtered and coughed. His body jerked and he coughed again.
The crowd jumped back.
Reese sighed with relief, gave the boy a hand and pulled him to a sitting position.
The sudden deafening silence around her deflated the brief joy she’d felt. Her gaze went back to the man in the black coat, whose weary face expressed total disbelief.
“What did you do?” he asked unevenly.
“It’s called CPR—cardio pulmonary resuscitation.”
The boy pushed to his feet and dusted his hands together. “Why’s everybody standing here?” he asked, looking around, his freckled nose scrunched up in confusion.
The doctor gave Billy Ray a cursory glance. “You’re quite the lucky young man, son,” he said, and then turned back to Reese, his bloodshot eyes serious and probing.
The woman with the white bonnet grabbed Billy Ray’s bony arm and pulled him to her bosom. “She’s one of those witches from back East I read about.”
Another gasp came from the crowd.
“Hush, Mrs. Higgins.” The doctor waved an impatient hand. “Explain this CPR.”
Someone murmured something about getting the sheriff, and someone else agreed. Agitation spread like wildfire and had Reese struggling to get to her feet. She gathered the folds of the gown and lifted the hem, preparing for flight, and everyone’s gaze went to her red-and-white designer running shoes.
Taking advantage of their apparent shock, she fled down the alley.
“Wait!” It was the doctor’s voice. “Sam.”
Just hearing his name, she stumbled and nearly fell, but then righted herself and ran around the corner. She didn’t see the two steps leading up to the boardwalk. She hit the wood planks with a loud thud, causing pain to shoot through her right knee. Someone grabbed her arm. Without looking, she knew who it was.
Sam’s hand tightened as he helped her up. “You hurt?”
She shook her head and then lowered her gaze to avoid the curious stares of two older women hurrying off the boardwalk and crossing the road. The truth was, she couldn’t look at him, either. Not until she cleared the craziness in her brain.
“Where are you headed?” he asked, his hand still clamped around her upper arm.
“I, uh…” She tried to put weight on her injured knee and winced. “I’m not sure.”
“You are hurt.”
She could scarcely deny it, limping as she was. She chanced a look at him, met his whiskey-brown eyes, and her insides started to flutter.
“How about we head for Doc’s office?” Sam paused and glanced over his shoulder. “You’ll be safe there.”
Reese swallowed and then nodded jerkily. How much choice did she have? She didn’t want to end up back at Margaret’s. God, this was nuts. If, and that was a gigantic if, she had somehow traveled through time, how was she supposed to find her way back?
“Best you put this on,” Sam said, and she turned to see him lifting a black coat draped over his arm. “This is Doc’s.” Sam’s gaze briefly lowered to her breasts. “That marriage dress is a might conspicuous.”
Reese slipped into the coat before testing her walking skills, because with her knee throbbing as it was, she feared she’d need all her attention to keep from falling on her face. Sam waited patiently, but his jaw was clenched tight and his gaze kept darting back toward the bordello. On Doc the coat came to mid-thigh, but on Reese’s five-two frame the hem skimmed her calves.
Sam took her arm again, and she didn’t protest. For all she knew he could be the enemy, but she was pretty sure Doc was curious enough about her CPR ability that he truly wanted an audience with her.
She and Sam walked to the end of the boardwalk, and if they received more stares she didn’t know, because she kept her face forward and her back straight. Sam stayed quiet and that suited her just fine. She did wonder where the doctor was, though, and why he hadn’t followed. Maybe she should be worried about that, but she was too drained.
Anyway, she’d sensed enough interest on the doctor’s part that he’d make sure nothing happened to her, at least until she explained the principles of CPR. She needed somewhere safe to go where she’d have time to think. And if he was willing to hide her for an hour or so, she’d accept the offer.
 
“SIT RIGHT DOWN HERE.” Doc offered her the only chair in the room and then dragged over a wooden crate that he kept his supply of bandages in.
She slowly sat down, her confused gaze shooting to the shelf of calomel, jalap, castor oil and plasters. When she spotted Doc’s stethoscope and forceps, her eyes got bigger than a ten-dollar gold piece, as if she wasn’t sure what she’d just witnessed. Funny thing, since she claimed to be a doctor.
“Sam, go get another crate for yourself,” Doc suggested, while lowering his tall, thin body onto the wooden box, his attention on the woman.
Sam didn’t want to sit. He leaned a shoulder against the wall, folded his arms across his chest and tried not to stare. Something about her bothered him. Even with the silly short blond hair she was a looker. Small, though, not much bigger than a child, but she wasn’t that young. Closer to his own age, he reckoned, which meant she likely had a husband on her heels.
He studied the soiled marriage dress. Might be she’d run out on her wedding ceremony. That would be a fine thing to do to a man’s pride. But whatever happened between her and her betrothed was none of his business. Sam sure didn’t need trouble. Neither did Doc.
“What’s your name?” Doc asked, the line between his brows deep with curiosity.
“Reese.”
Doc smiled. “What’s your first name?”
She couldn’t seem to stop inspecting Doc’s healing things, but then she met his eyes. “That is my first name. Reese. Reese Winslow.”
Doc frowned, probably thinking the same thing as Sam. Strange name for a gal. She had to be from the East. “I’m Nathan Ballard. But everyone calls me Doc. That’s Sam Keegan,” he added, inclining his head in Sam’s direction.
Sam nodded politely, but she barely looked at him. Seemed to want to look everywhere but. Fine by him.
“You say you’re a doctor. I heard women were starting to take up the practice,” Doc said thoughtfully. “Did you go to school?”
She blinked. “Of course.” Her gaze went to Sam then, but only for a second before her eyes narrowed on Doc. “Didn’t you?”
He noisily cleared his throat. “You must’ve gone to Women’s Medical College of Pennsylvania.”
Frowning, she slowly shook her head. “No, Harvard.”
Doc laughed. “Harvard?”
“Yes, it’s a fine school,” she said defensively.
“Indeed it is.” With his disappointment plain, Doc glanced at Sam, who knew nothing about schools, but could tell something about this Harvard had put Doc off his feed.
Or maybe he’d just figured out what Sam had already considered. That maybe this woman, pretty little thing that she was, wasn’t right in the head.
She lifted her small, dainty chin. “My specialty is cardiology.”
Doc smiled politely. “Are you hungry? Would you like something to eat?”
“Is this a joke? Please tell me this is a joke.” She stood all of a sudden, went to the small window and pushed the faded curtain back to look outside. “Where’s Ellie?”
Doc pinched the bridge of his nose, his hand starting to shake, and then peered at Sam. “Ellie? Sounds familiar. Is that Herman Miller’s wife?”
Reese spun around. “She’s no one’s wife. She’s my sister, and I demand to see her right—” Her voice broke off, her mouth still open as she stared at something on the floor near the head of the cot.
Sam cricked his neck to see. Five empty whiskey bottles sat neatly on the floor. A sixth one was half-full of amber liquid. He glared at Doc, who turned as red as a late summer tomato.
“I’m having me a drink and I don’t wanna hear a word about it.” Doc got to his feet and kicked the wood crate aside.
Sam pushed away from the wall. “Come on, Doc. Think that’s wise? It’s near sundown. You know what’s gonna happen.”
“What?” The woman wrapped her arms around herself, her eyes full of alarm. “What happens after sundown?”
Doc snorted. “They’ll be coming down from the mines like mules in heat.” He set out an unwashed glass and uncapped the whiskey bottle. “If they wanna spill each other’s brains all over Main Street, not much I can do about it.”
“Holy crap.”
Sam and Doc both looked at the woman.
“This can’t be real,” she muttered to herself, plainly agitated. “It can’t be.”
She pushed a hand through her short hair, looked out the window again and then shook her head. “You don’t seriously work on patients in this room.” When neither man spoke, she added, “It’s filthy, unsanitary, for God’s sake.”
“Look, ma’am.” Doc poured a double shot of whiskey. “Can’t say I wasn’t impressed with what you did for the boy, but I don’t take kindly to your high-handedness. I do my best here. This is Deadwood. Not New York City.”
“I’m sorry.” She didn’t look it. “I shouldn’t judge you.” Her tongue darted out and swiped at her lower lip.
Sam’s body reacted in a way that horrified him. Made his thoughts go where they shouldn’t. Could be Mrs. Higgins was right about the woman being a witch. He crossed the room and snatched the whiskey bottle out of Doc’s hand. “We had a deal.”
“Sam,” he said wearily. “Give me the bottle.”
“Tonight. I can help.” Reese ran her palms down the front of her lacy dress. “But I need a place to stay.”
Doc snorted. “I’ve got just one cot and one room in the back. Sam, you can put her up in your livery.”
Sam had to clear his throat before he choked. “I have but one cot myself.”
“Plenty of hay.” Doc smiled, and taking advantage of Sam’s being dumbstruck, grabbed the whiskey. “Can’t turn the lady out, Sam.”
Shit.
The woman looked at him with those big, pleading green eyes the color of fine emeralds. There was fear there, no matter her bold words.
Before he could say anything, two loud shots came from the direction of the Silver Nugget.
He went to the window and saw that low-down Hank Lester and his two gunmen riding toward Doc’s. “You claim you’re a doctor. Looks like you’ll get your chance to prove it.”
 
THE DRESS WAS a hindrance, and Reese wished she had something else to wear. The long apron that Sam gave her helped keep the voluminous skirt from getting in the way too much, but the room was cramped and dirty. Reese hoped Doc was sober enough to handle whatever emergency came through the door. For a host of reasons, she doubted she would be of much assistance.
Her headache had returned and her racing thoughts weren’t conducive to concentration. She mourned the comfort of believing that this was some kind of joke, even though the alternative was more than she could process. If she accepted the possibility that she’d actually traveled through time, then her objective was to discover how to get back. Her head pounded harder.
The commotion around her didn’t help. Sam had kicked the wooden crate to the side, and while he picked up the chair she’d occupied, she peeked out the window. Two men had already dismounted and were helping a third man with a bloody shoulder and arm get down from his horse. They’d be in at any moment, and she was far from mentally or physically prepared.
“I think it’s a shoulder wound,” she said, spinning around to see Doc reaching for the whiskey bottle. Great. “We need water. Hot water,” she amended, and when Sam frowned, she muttered, “I don’t suppose you have a microwave.”
Sam’s frown deepened. “I’ll get the water. But it’ll take too long to heat.”
“That better be for the patient,” she said to Doc, wresting the bottle from him just as he was about to refill his glass.
His bloodshot eyes blazed. “Now, see here—”
“We’ll need clean rags and bandages.” She saw that Sam hadn’t moved, but stood staring at her in bewilderment. “Water?” she repeated.
He grabbed a bowl and went through a narrow side door.
Doc’s protest was cut short by the three men entering the office, one of them losing blood by the second.
The taller, steely-eyed cowboy, whose body odor had Reese reeling backward, pushed his way to the cot and roughly laid his friend down. The wounded man groaned in pain. Blood covered most of his shirt and seeped into his blue jeans.
“Slim took one in the shoulder, Doc.” The tall man looked more disgusted than sympathetic. “Right next to the one you patched up last month. He ain’t gonna be no use to me for a long while.”
Doc just shook his head, eyeing the bottle Reese had placed safely behind her. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“Make it fast. Before the sheriff comes pokin’ around.” He frowned abruptly at Reese. “Who are you?”
“I’m a doctor, and you’ll have to leave.”
The man barked out a laugh.
“She’s right, Hank.” Doc rolled back his sleeves. “If you want us to work fast, best give us some room.”
Hank glared at her, letting a short silence lapse. “Seth, wait outside.”
Reese watched the other man open the front door in time for Sam to carry in the bowl of water. Hank stayed where he was.
“We’re going to need more than this,” she told Sam, and then glanced at Hank. “You, too. Out. Now.”
Looking furious, his right fist clenching, the cowboy took a step toward her.
Sam blocked him. “Hank,” he said quietly, but with a harsh expression that gave the other man pause.
Hank held his ground, staring into Sam’s unwavering eyes, and then, with a foul oath, adjusted his Stetson and left the room, slamming the door behind him.
“Better watch your mouth,” Sam said grimly. “We don’t want trouble.”
Reese doubted that was a problem for Sam. She stared at him, still digesting the subtle transformation from soft-spoken, polite cowboy to a man that she for one did not want to cross. Apparently, neither had Hank. She guessed he’d seen what she had, the lifeless, nothing-to-lose intensity in Sam’s eyes that held more threat than a gun.
A groan from the injured man snapped her back to the reality of the situation. She found a bar of what some might consider soap, and went to work scrubbing her hands, while uneasily watching Doc probe the patient’s shoulder.
“Easy, son,” Doc said when the man’s upper body lurched from the cot, his anguished cry filling the room. “Easy now.”
She looked at his pain-distorted face and realized he was young, probably still in his teens. Her gaze went to the large knife Doc had withdrawn from a leather sleeve, and she gasped. He couldn’t possibly be thinking of using that.
“Sam, I need some help here,” Doc said. He gestured with his head, and Sam positioned himself behind the young man and held him down.
“You,” Doc said to Reese. “Hand me the whiskey.” At her look of disapproval, he sighed. “It’s for the patient.”
Reese got the bottle and handed it to him. “You haven’t looked at the wound yet.”
“You just hold on, or you can wait outside, too.” He glared, and then to her horror, tipped the bottle to his own lips.
Sam cursed softly.
“I can’t operate with a shaky hand, can I?” Doc grumbled, and then held up the patient’s head and forced some whiskey into his mouth.
Reese couldn’t stand it another moment. She grabbed the cleanest rag she saw, and dipped it into the water. They had to clean the wound and get a better look at what they were dealing with. But no matter what they found, she knew that large knife wouldn’t be appropriate.
Doc took another swig before relinquishing the bottle to Sam, and Reese gritted her teeth, knowing it was going to be up to her to get that bullet out. She cleaned the area the best she could and examined the wound.
“What other size knife do you have?” she asked Doc, her attention remaining on the young man. “What method do you use for sterilization?”
After too long a silence, she looked up. Sweat had popped out on Doc’s face. Bleary-eyed, he wobbled over to the shelf of remedies.
“Go sit down, Doc,” Sam said. “The woman will take over.”
Doc looked as if he didn’t have much choice. He went to the corner and sagged against the wall.
Reese’s gaze flew to the shelf, which seemed to be dominated by castor oil. Amazing that anyone survived. God, what a nightmare.
A loud bang sounded outside. Another shot. She met Sam’s eyes.
“Best hurry,” he said bleakly. “Reckon we might have a full house tonight.”


4

WITH EACH PASSING HOUR, Sam’s admiration for the woman climbed a notch. Tirelessly, and without a word of complaint, she treated patient after patient. Eight of them, by Sam’s count. Even when the men eyed her with distrust and grumbled that they didn’t want to be treated by no woman, she remained calm and determined. She hadn’t lost a single man, either, which was more than could be said for Doc on any given Saturday night.
Sam glanced over at his old friend, who was passed out, broken from the nightmares and memories of that fateful day thirteen years ago. Doc did his best here in this hellhole, and if it weren’t for him, Deadwood would have no doctor at all. That was saying something.
“Okay,” she murmured, stepping back from the stranger she’d just sewn up. She used the back of her arm to wipe the sweat from her brow. “Try to stay off that leg. Keep the area clean and you should be fine.”
The older man cringed as he slid off the cot and put weight on the leg that had been sliced by a knife, his dusty mining clothes sending up a cloud. Reese blinked, wrinkled her cute little nose and moved another step away. Sam handed the man his pants.
“Thank you, ma’am,” the miner said, climbing slowly into his Levi’s. “Thank you kindly. Best sewing up I ever got.”
Sam waited until the man grabbed the doorknob, and then said, “Forgetting something, mister?”
The man frowned, and then sheepishly dug into his pocket and handed Reese a gold piece.
She accepted the payment and then tossed it on the shelf, just as she’d done with the rest of the coins and gold. She was a confounding woman, all right. Plainly not interested in money, unlike most of the gals Sam had met in his twenty-nine years. If he hadn’t pointed out that Doc didn’t get his castor oil and plasters for free, she would’ve let everyone walk out without paying so much as a dime. When Sam had asked her if she had any money of her own, she’d sobered up right quick.
For the first time all night, no one was waiting outside to get patched up. A true mercy, because she looked pale and tired. She hadn’t eaten, and refused all but one small drink of water.
“I didn’t think it was ever going to get quiet,” she said, parting the curtains and peering out into the early morning darkness.
“Things settle down once the boys are too drunk to aim their guns.”
She laughed, but her face was drained and she still had a small limp from her fall. If she fell asleep standing up, he wouldn’t be surprised. “Some things never change.”
In the corner, Doc stirred, muttering something Sam couldn’t understand. Seven hours had passed since he’d had any whiskey. He had to be coming out of his drunken stupor.
Sam went over and shook his shoulder. “Doc.”
He slowly opened his red eyes and squinted at them. “What time is it?”
“Past midnight. If anybody needs mending, you have to take over.”
Doc blinked hazily at Reese, and then frowned at Sam. “Where you going?”
“To get the woman fed.”
She let out a frustrated sigh. “My name is Reese.”
Sam met her annoyed glare. “Yes, ma’am.”
“And furthermore, I’m not hungry. Just tired.” She pulled off the apron and pushed the hair away from her face, her whole body sagging as if the action took the stuffing out of her. “And don’t call me ma’am,” she insisted, her head lolling back before she slumped to the floor.
Sam reached her before she hit too hard. He picked her up in his arms and cradled her to his chest, taken by how fragile she was. The dress probably weighed more than she did.
“I should have a look at her.” Doc struggled to his feet.
“She’s just tired, is all. She’s been working seven hours straight.”
Doc’s gaze went to the pile of bloody rags. “She worked on patients?”
“Yep. Did a fine job, too. Didn’t lose a one.”
Doc appeared unconvinced. “Anyone ask questions?”
“None of them seemed to be on speaking terms with the sheriff, if that’s your meaning.”
He nodded thoughtfully. “Where you taking her?”
“She can use my cot tonight.”
“Maybe you’d better leave her here. Too many folks know about her now, and the sheriff not liking you and all. If she brings trouble, I can weather it better than you.”
Sam shifted her slight weight, and then grabbed the extra lantern on the way to the door. “See you tomorrow, Doc.”
Sam made sure no one was on Main Street before he crossed to the stables, even though they were situated at the far edge of town. Doc was right. Enough people knew about her, but he didn’t need to announce her whereabouts. If anyone asked, he’d tell them she’d disappeared in the middle of the night. But it wasn’t as if she’d hurt Billy Ray. She’d saved the boy, so Sam couldn’t see what business anyone would have with her.
Reese. Sure was a peculiar name for a woman.
He carried her past the horses to the small room that had been added on to the back of the stables where he slept and ate. The cot wasn’t all that comfortable, but she was too whipped to notice. He wished that he’d picked up some, for the place was a mess. But there wasn’t anything he could do about that right now.
After setting down the lantern, he kicked back the sheet with the toe of his boot and then gently laid her down, setting her head on the mound of straw he’d fashioned under an old sheet. She didn’t budge and, worried, he pressed two fingers to the pulse at the side of her neck.
God Almighty, but she had soft skin. Smoother than fancy Chinese silk. Without thinking, he dragged his fingers down her neck to her collarbone. He’d never felt anything like it. A few of the ladies over at the Golden Slipper had skin that was soft and without a single callus, but nothing like this.
Realizing that he shouldn’t be touching her, he jerked his hand back. Luckily, she didn’t stir, her thick dark lashes resting against her porcelain cheek. He wanted to touch her again….
Abruptly Sam stood. He looked around for a clean sheet to throw over her. The last two nights he’d gone without a coverlet due to the recent warm spell, and truth be told, she was sleeping so soundly she wasn’t likely to notice. Still, for his own peace of mind, he dug through his winter things and found a quilt Clara Bruin had made for him before she figured out he wasn’t the marrying kind.
He laid the brown-and-beige patchwork over Reese, mostly so he would stop staring at the narrowness of her waist and the swell of her breasts. She was a fine looking woman, all right. Or maybe it had been too long since he’d visited the Golden Slipper.
No matter. He had no business eyeing her like a prized filly. He grabbed the lantern. He had to find himself a place to sleep. One stable was empty, though low on hay. But he was tired himself and the hard ground wouldn’t keep him awake.
“Sam?”
He’d gotten as far as the door when he thought he heard her voice. Holding up the lantern, he peered at her dimly lit face. Her lids were heavy but her eyes were open.
“Where am I?” she asked softly.
“The livery.”
“Is this your bed?”
He moved closer because he could barely hear her. “Yes, ma’am.”
She smiled and then yawned. “Where will you sleep?”
“In one of the stables.”
“On the ground?”
“There’s lots of hay.”
The corners of her mouth turned down. “You save me and I repay you by stealing your bed.”
“You’re the one who did the saving. I reckon Tom Bacon’s gonna be building one less pine box tomorrow.”
Worrying her lower lip with straight white teeth, she lifted her head. “Come closer.”
He frowned, curious as to what she wanted, and moved nearer to the cot.
She reached out a hand, and he crouched down beside her, surprised when she touched his cheek. After trailing the tips of her fingers along his stubbly jaw, she traced the scar near his ear, the one he’d gotten from a broken bottle five years back.
“This isn’t a dream, is it?” she whispered.
Sam gritted his teeth when she pressed her warm, soft palm to his cheek. She smelled better than a woman had a right to, and her feather-like touch lit a powerful fire in his belly that set his good sense smoldering.
“It’s no dream,” he muttered gruffly. “Best you get some sleep.”
She quickly withdrew her hand. “Thank you, Sam. For everything.”
He swung the lantern around as he got up so she couldn’t see how the front of his britches had tightened.
 
OVER AN HOUR had passed since the sun came up, and Doc could see its brightness topping the distant trees. He left the window and poured himself a whiskey, the only sure cure he’d found for a hangover. After he’d downed two shots and his nerves began to steady, he started picking up the bloody rags and cleaning the ooze off the cot and floor. By all visible accounts there’d been a lot of gunplay last night. The senseless violence was hard to stomach, and he’d witnessed more than a soul should endure.
So had Sam. And his friend Jake. But neither of them had turned to spirits for comfort. Of course, they’d been little more than boys at the time of the massacre. They couldn’t be held accountable, no matter what Sam thought. Doc had been full-grown. A man of nineteen. He’d known better, yet he’d blindly followed orders like a weak old woman.
He scooped up the damning evidence of his binging and dumped the empty bottles into a wooden crate. Next he gathered the instruments the woman had used last night, most of them not choices he himself would’ve made for gunshot wounds. Yet Sam had said the woman did good. If not for her efforts, men would’ve died last night. Like so many who had perished on his watch. Just like his sweet, angel-faced Martha.
God help him, he didn’t want to think about his dead wife right now. Even after two years, guilt dug into him like the fangs of a rattler, spewing its venom and filling his body with unbearable pain.
In his haste to pour another drink he nearly knocked over his last whiskey bottle. He muttered a pithy four-letter word. That would be a fine thing. Losing his reserve, and having to beg Sam for each lousy sip. Doc slammed the bottle down on the counter, and that’s when he saw the gold piece. Several more had been scattered behind a bottle of castor oil, as well as a few silver dollars. He picked up a double eagle and stared at it in disbelief.
Good God Almighty. Where had this bounty come from? Had the woman earned this last night? He never saw this much currency in a single day. Of course, not all his patients left his office on their own two feet. But why had she left it behind? Rightfully, it was hers to keep. Sam would likely collect the coins for her later.
His pulse quickening Doc swiftly pocketed a half eagle. That would keep him in whiskey for a while.
“Mornin,’ Doc.”
At the sound of Sam’s voice behind him, guilt assaulted Doc. It wasn’t his habit to take what didn’t belong to him. But he had provided the instruments and bandages, he reasoned; that should earn him something.
“Mornin’, Sam.” Doc looked past him. “Where’s the woman?”
“Best you call her Reese. She gets a might testy if you don’t.”
Doc noticed the slight upward curve at the corners of Sam’s mouth, something a body didn’t see much. “She still here?”
“Asleep, I suspect.” He handed Doc a cup of steaming black coffee.
“She say anything about leaving?”
“Nope. She was dead-tired last night.”
Doc sipped the strong brew even though he would have favored another shot of whiskey. “You say she did good last night.”
“She surely knows something about healing.” Sam went to the window and looked out toward his livery. “What do you make of her, Doc?”
“She’s got spunk.”
“Yep. Anybody ask about her?”
“If they had, don’t you reckon I would’ve told you by now?” Doc snapped. Immediately regretting his sour tone, he put a hand to his throbbing forehead.
Sam slid him an irritated look. “I didn’t force that whiskey down your throat last night.”
“That I could never accuse you of, my friend.”
Sam smiled, but just as quickly grew serious again. His chest heaved with the deep breath he took. “I’ve got a big favor to ask you, Doc.”
“Go on.”
Sam tilted his head to one side as if to relieve a kink, then shifted. Whatever he had to ask wasn’t coming easy. “I suspect Reese has nothing to wear but that marriage dress. It’s got some bloodstains on the sleeves. That’s not so bad, but if a person is aiming to find her…” He shrugged.
When the full weight of what Sam was asking hit Doc, he gripped the cot for support. Sweet Jesus in heaven. Martha’s clothes. He had yet to touch a single thing that belonged to her. Her clothes and bonnets remained as they’d been the day she took her last breath. Her hairbrush and looking glass still sat on the small oak vanity he’d made for her the first year they were married.
“I know what I’m asking, Doc. It ain’t easy for me. I expect it’s hell for you.”
Nathan swallowed around the lump that blocked his airway. “Makes sense,” he said hoarsely, scarcely recognizing his own voice. “I’ve been meaning to clear out that room.”
The sympathy in Sam’s eyes was almost too much to witness. Doc turned away and drained his coffee, ignoring how the hot liquid blistered his lips.
“Need a hand?” Sam asked quietly.
“Get me a box.” Doc headed for the back room. He’d pack up Martha’s things, and then he was gonna go to the Silver Nugget and buy the biggest bottle of whiskey they had.
He’d hide the bottle good so Sam wouldn’t find it. Try as he might, his friend couldn’t erase the judgment in his eyes.
Him and Sam, they’d been to hell and back. They’d seen unspeakable things that burned a tragic image in a person’s memory. And although his friend likely knew him better than anyone else, there was one thing Sam never could understand. Doc didn’t drink when he wanted to drink anymore. He drank when the monster inside of him wanted to.
 
SUN STREAMED IN through the cracks and warmed Reese’s face. She slowly opened her eyes. Her shoulder hurt, the pain burning a path all the way down her back along the right blade. She gingerly moved her arm and suddenly remembered last night. Remembered why she ached so much. Doc’s small, antiquated office had received as many gunshot and knife wounds as an L.A. emergency room.
She sat up and immediately saw the bloodstains on the once beautiful lace. Her gaze went to the white antique bowl and a large-mouthed pitcher sitting on a small trunk. Except the bowl wasn’t antique. Not yet. Yesterday hadn’t been a dream. Oh, God. What the hell was she going to do?
She swung her feet to the bare floor, careful with the full, lacy skirt even though the dress was already ruined, and pushed herself off the narrow cot. Her mouth was incredibly dry, and she’d kill for a glass of water. Toothpaste would be equally nice, but she wasn’t counting on it.
She got half her wish. On a three-legged wooden stool someone had left a smaller pitcher filled with water, and a tin cup. Presumably Sam, the tall, quiet cowboy who’d rescued her from the crowd and given her shelter.
The memory of him made her shiver. Not out of immediate fear, because he’d been kind and a total gentleman. And unlike most other men she’d come across here, Sam didn’t carry a gun. But she remembered that look he’d exchanged with Hank last night, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that this man could be dangerous. Especially to her. The photograph of him she’d found in Grandma Lily’s attic seemed to have set all this insanity into motion. Had he somehow summoned her to cross time barriers to come to him?
Reese sighed. Obviously a night’s sleep had done nothing to diminish her aberrant bout with whimsy. So much remained unexplained that yesterday’s headache threatened to return. God, she could not think about this right now. First, she wanted to feel human again. Although under the circumstances that might be a stretch.
Finding that the large-mouthed pitcher had also been filled, she pushed back her sleeves as far as they would go. Then she noticed a small container of white powder. She sniffed it and, realizing it was baking soda, giddily used it to clean her teeth. Soap and a towel had also been left, the latter a dingy white, but clean. The water and air were both cool but she didn’t care. She washed up as best she could without taking off the dress.
Not only did she have nothing else to change into, but privacy was limited in the tiny room. Gaps between the boards allowed anyone passing by to peek inside, if so inclined. The only door was useless, the warped wooden panel so misshapen it didn’t close correctly.
Yet this stark room was where Sam obviously lived. Besides the narrow cot and decrepit trunk, there were a couple of personal items, including a straight-edge razor and a comb. Yet no dresser or wardrobe for clothes, which made her curious. Tilting her head, she saw that he’d stashed some things under his cot. She crouched for a better view and was surprised to find two stacks of books.
She was about to reach for them when a noise came from beyond the door, and she turned her head, praying it was only Sam or Doc. After a moment’s silence, she heard a horse whinny. That’s right, she remembered, her pulse slowing. Sam owned the stables.
The light knock at the door recharged her heart, and she quickly stood.
Swallowing hard, she moved away from the cot, scanning the small room for a weapon. “Yes?”
“It’s Sam.”
Relief spilled through her. “Come in.”
He pushed the door open with his boot. Today he wore a hat, which barely cleared the top of the door frame. He still hadn’t shaved, and she kind of liked his rough-hewn look. His arms full, he silently walked past her and placed a box next to the cot.
“What’s that?”
“Clothes.” He stepped back and removed his hat, leaving an indention in his dark wavy hair. “Might be too big.”
Reese picked up a blue skirt made of yards and yards of fabric. Her initial instinct was to balk, but she wanted out of the wedding gown so badly. Besides, she’d be less conspicuous dressed like the other women. “Where did you get these?”
He hesitated, and then said tightly, “Doc.”
“Doc has a wife?”
Sam’s mouth drew into a tight line. “She died.”
“I’m sorry.”
He nodded, already backing toward the door. “I got a needle and thread if you need them.”
Sighing, Reese picked up a white shirt. Well, if she could stitch a patient, she supposed she could learn to mend a dress.
“I’ll be out here. There’s coffee on the stove.” He turned for the door.
“Sam. Wait.” When she had his attention, she showed him her back. “I need help with the buttons.”
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SAM STARED AT HER BACK, not sure what to do. He could tell she’d have trouble reaching the buttons, but it wouldn’t be proper for him to see a respectable woman’s corset or, heaven forbid, bare skin. But he sure wanted to. Was she as soft all over as her cheek and neck? Of course, asking for help with the buttons wasn’t the same as inviting him to touch her.
“Sam?” She looked over her shoulder at him.
He cleared his throat, took a deep breath, set his hat back on his head to free up his hands, and walked toward her. She smiled and turned her head away. His gaze went to her waist, small and perfect, before her hips flared out. He knew she didn’t wear a bustle and that pleased him. No sense in hiding the perfection she’d been given.
She lifted her hair off her neck. “Thank you for the clothes, by the way. That was very thoughtful.”
He stared at the small patch of skin that had been hidden under her hair. Pale and without blemish. Soft looking. He wiped his clammy palms down the front of his Levi’s. “Hold still now.”
“They’re only buttons. They won’t bite.”
Frowning, Sam found the first tiny pearl button, too small for his large, clumsy fingers. He fumbled with it before finally freeing it from the loop. There were a whole mess of the tiny pearls running all the way down to the curve of her bottom. He swallowed hard and forced his attention to the second one.
“Are you having trouble?” She looked over her shoulder again, and he met those pretty green eyes.
His fingers slipped. “I asked you to hold still,” he grumbled.
“Sorry.” She turned back around.
After some doing he unfastened five more buttons. He was getting a little better at the chore, especially with some of the looser pearls, but only when he kept his mind off what each freed button exposed. After two more, he saw the red silk. Was she wearing a corset, after all?
His gaze fixed on the skin above the silk. Golden, not pale like a woman’s skin ought to be. He fumbled with the next button and again had to force himself to concentrate. About a minute later he’d released all the buttons down to her waist, where things got all fouled up again.
The dress parted, and he stared at the strip of red silk across her back. It wasn’t a corset. Skin on the top, skin on the bottom…Like nothing he’d ever seen before.
His heart thundered, and no way on earth was he gonna get his fingers to work again. Sam lowered his arms, feeling as helpless as a newborn babe.
“What’s wrong now?” She twisted once more to look at him, and the dress slid off her right shoulder, revealing a lacy red strap that went who knew where.
“Sam?”
He raised his eyes to hers. She frowned prettily, her eyes even greener than before. He shook his head. She talked funny, dressed peculiar and wore her hair too short. She had to be from back East. Those gals who came from NewYork and Boston were a puzzle. “I think I’ve done all I can do,” he said, his voice scratchier than a new bar of soap.
“What do you mean? Are the buttons stuck? I won’t be able to get this dress off.” She tugged at the right sleeve and then turned all the way around, and his heart damn near stopped altogether.
The red strap ended at the top of her bosom. Some scarlet binding covered her breasts, but not by much. He suspected he should be looking elsewhere, but he couldn’t seem to make himself.
Reese laughed. “Haven’t you ever seen a bra before? Oh, well, maybe you haven’t.” She reached behind herself to the buttons, her breasts thrusting at him.
He should leave, but he couldn’t move his feet. Just stood there like a halfwit, his brain powerless to form a single thought.
“There.” She sighed, bringing a hand around to hold up the front of her dress, the fitted waist going slack. “I have another favor to ask.”
He took off his hat and held it in front of his fly. “Ma’am.”
She shook her head in disgust, but he suspected that was only because he’d called her ma’am. “The boards aren’t flush and I’m afraid someone might see inside.”
His gaze went in the direction of her free hand, to the gaps between the planks. “We’re at the end of the line here. No one comes this far unless they want to board their horse, and then they come to the front.”
She wrinkled that pretty little nose of hers. “I’m not exactly popular around here. If someone gets curious…”
He caught her meaning. “I’ll put up a board or two.”
“Thank you.”
He paused for a moment, wondering if he should ask about her plans for leaving. Then stiffened in shock, when that thought weakened his knees. Before he could think again, he heard the sound of hoofbeats, which slowed as they approached.
“Someone’s here,” he said. “Best you keep quiet.”
The solemn way she nodded made him nervous. They needed to talk. If she was running from a husband or anyone else, he should know. Sam made sure the warped door closed as well as it could, and then set his hat back on his head as he strode out to the front.
The sheriff was riding toward him, his beady eyes keen with curiosity as he scanned the stables and haystacks. Sam didn’t much care for the man. He was more crook than lawman, but he kept some order and mostly stayed away from the livery. Sam wondered what brought Sheriff Ames this way. He hoped it wasn’t Reese.
“Mornin’, Sheriff. What can I do for you?” The words weren’t all out of his mouth when from the corner of his eye he saw the bedroll he’d left in the empty stall. He moved quickly, hoping to cut the sheriff off before he saw it and started wondering.
“Nearly full up, ain’t you?”
“Yep. Got room for only one more.”
The sheriff craned his neck, trying to look past the large wood stove Sam used for heat and cooking. “Is that coffee I smell brewing?”
“Sorry, Sheriff, it’s just about gone,” he lied, wishing the man would speak plain and move on. He wasn’t one for paying social calls. At least not to Sam.
Ames reined in a foot in front of Sam. “I’m looking for a woman. A stranger. Traveling alone, I reckon.”
The hair on the back of Sam’s neck stood up. He searched his mind for the right reply and carefully met the man’s shrewd eyes. Did he know about Reese’s doctoring work last night? Most of the men she’d patched up had been miners or ranch hands. None of them had anything to do with the sheriff.
Sam shrugged. “I haven’t seen anyone suspicious. But no one comes back here except to board their horse.”
The sheriff’s cold gaze stayed on his face, making him sweat. What in the hell kind of trouble had Reese brought on him and Doc? Shit, too many people had seen them with her.
“Doc had a friend visiting yesterday,” Sam volunteered. “Another healer.” He forced a laugh. “I never met a woman doctor before.”
The sheriff narrowed his eyes and sat up straighter in his saddle. “So you did see the stranger?”
“Well, she’s no stranger to Doc. So I didn’t reckon that’s who you were looking for.”
Sheriff Ames’s lips thinned. “I don’t need you to do my thinkin’ for me, Keegan.”
“No, Sheriff, I wouldn’t do that,” he said evenly, tensing when the man pulled up on his rein, about to turn his horse around. “She was a looker. Blonde, green eyes. Too bad Doc got so stinkin’ drunk that he run her off.”
The sheriff stopped in his tracks. “She’s gone?”
“Yep. Before sunup.”
Frowning, he picked his Stetson up and pushed a hand through his thinning hair, then reset the hat on his head. “She keep a horse here?”
“Nope.”
“How did she leave?”
Sam shrugged. “I’m headed to Doc’s now,” he said, real calm like. He and Doc had to get their stories straight fast. “Maybe he knows.”
Sheriff Ames snorted. “Old Doc’s over at the Silver Nugget. He won’t be making much sense for a spell.”
Relief mixed with disappointment. The miners were still in town and as soon as they woke up, there was bound to be more violence. But he should’ve known Doc would be looking for comfort. Going through Martha’s things had to weigh heavy. Sam hoped Reese was worth that.
“The woman you’re looking for…who is she?”
“A runaway whore.”
Sam’s belly clenched. “Wish I could help you, Sheriff.”
With a knowing smile, Sheriff Ames drew his horse in a wide circle and looked down the alley on the side of the livery before cantering back toward town.
Sam stayed rooted to the spot. Reese was a whore. The strange fancy underthings made sense now. So did her lack of modesty. She hadn’t given a second thought about asking him to help her undress.
A whore.
Nothing wrong with a woman trying to keep a roof over her head, he told himself. Not a damn thing. He cursed under his breath, and went to join Doc at the Silver Nugget.
 
THE SKIRTS AND DRESSES were all too long by a good three inches, as were the sleeves, but the bodices and waists fit pretty well. Since Reese finally figured out there would be no handiwork with a needle and thread in her near future, she chose a dark blue skirt that she rolled up at the waist until the hem cleared the floor, but still obscured her running shoes. She had to forgo the complementary white blouse for a drab brown one, fearing her red bra would show through. The more she blended in the better.
After folding the remaining clothes and finding a place for them near the cot, she examined the ruined wedding gown, checking each loosened pearl, the different lace patterns. As sad as it was that the beautiful gown and exquisite workmanship had been damaged, that wasn’t her chief concern. The dress was her only link to Grandma Lily’s attic. More importantly, to the twenty-first century. The key to returning home had to be here, in the dress somewhere. She just couldn’t see it.
She checked her watch, abruptly realizing she’d have to tuck the gold Rolex away, and wondered what was keeping Sam. She’d vaguely heard him talking to someone earlier, but that had been over an hour ago. She didn’t dare step outside. Not by herself. As much as she wanted a cup of coffee, she stayed perched at the edge of the cot, her gaze glued to the warped door.
Just as she thought about snooping through the books she’d seen stacked under his cot, she heard the horses neighing. Which either meant Sam was back or she was about to find herself in deep trouble. Or maybe it simply meant the horses were restless. Nevertheless, she put her hand on the straight-edge razor she’d found earlier and now kept in the folds of her skirt.
A brief knock sounded, and then the door opened.
She sighed with relief when she saw Sam. Tucking the razor into her skirt pocket, she got off the cot. “I was starting to worry.”
He closed the door behind him, then gravely looked her up and down. “The sheriff was here.”
She pressed a hand to her stomach. “Hunting for me?”
“Should he be?”
“You heard that woman yesterday. She thought I was a witch.”
Sam studied Reese carefully, disappointment in his brown eyes. “How did you learn doctoring?”
“In school.”
His dark brows rose. He didn’t seem to believe her. “Back East?”
She hesitated. She knew what he meant. Regardless, Harvard was located on the East Coast. “Yes.”
“Why did you come here?”
She moistened her lips. “That’s a difficult question to answer.”
One side of his mouth went up in a mocking slant. “How did you get here?”
Crossing her arms over her chest, she hugged herself, as it suddenly chilled. “I could use some of that coffee you offered earlier.”
He looked as if he was going to ignore her request, and then grimly turned and left, leaving the door ajar. She moved so that she could see where he was going. Perhaps straight to the sheriff. The strange way he was acting concerned her. Something had obviously happened in the past hour to make him suspicious of her, but how could she possibly explain the events of the last twenty-four hours? He wouldn’t believe her. She didn’t believe it herself.
Just as troubling, she had no idea what to do next. If the dress was the key to normalcy, it wasn’t opening any doors. For all she knew, returning to the bordello would be instrumental in her getting home. In the meantime, she had no money, and no way of moving around town undetected. One thing for sure, no matter what, she’d need Sam’s help.
Between the back room and stables was a big potbellied stove where Sam stopped and crouched with his back to her. When he finally stood, he had a cup in his hand. After ducking out of sight for a moment, he headed toward her once more.
Reese quickly moved back to where he’d left her, dismayed at the weakness in her knees. Perhaps he was about to kick her out on her rear…. She breathed deeply, trying to maintain her composure.
He entered the room and glanced over his shoulder before closing the door, and then thrust the cup at her as though he thought she was contagious. Her fingers accidentally brushed his hand, and he hastily withdrew, as if she’d infected him.
“Thank you.” She wrapped her cold hands around the warm cup and took her first sip. Thick and strong, the coffee coated her mouth like motor oil, and she choked back a shriek of disgust.
She didn’t want to appear ungrateful, or hurt his feelings, so under his watchful eye, she pretended to take a second sip.
Suddenly, he closed the distance between them, and she flinched, anticipating an assault. But he walked past her to Doc’s wife’s clothes, stacked neatly in the box beside the cot. He snatched a white bonnet and brought it to her. “You should wear this.”
He was close enough that she got a whiff of whiskey on his breath. That shocked her. It was still early in the day, and she knew how he felt about Doc’s drinking. She set the cup on the three-legged stool beside the pitcher, and accepted the bonnet with a shaky hand. He seemed to notice and looked away.
“Thank you.” She’d really thought he was going to strike her, and considering that he’d been drinking, and what she knew about him being a horse thief, she was probably lucky he hadn’t. “I guess women cover their heads most of the time.”
He gave her an odd look. “Your hair is too short. You’ll get noticed.”
Her hand automatically went to the hair brushing the side of her jaw. It was no longer damp, and without the artistry of a flatiron, thick dreadful waves were putting too much spring in it. “I guess I should pull it back.”
Except she didn’t have any pins or an elastic band. She could use one of her shoelaces, but that could present another problem. She spied the wedding gown at the foot of the cot. Parts of the hem had come loose, and she could tear off a small strip of lace. She set down the bonnet while she found a piece that would do the least damage with its removal.
After she tied her hair back and placed the bonnet on her head, she turned for his appraisal. “Better?”
He frowned, staring toward her chin. “That’s not right.”
She touched her throat and peered down. “What?” After a stretch of silence she glanced up at him.
He visibly swallowed, and with his gaze fixed somewhere between her breasts and chin, he gestured with his head. “You’ve got skin showing.”
“Oh, right.” She’d left the top three buttons undone, but quickly fastened each one now, until the high, scratchy neckline irritated her skin and felt as if it would choke her. “How do I look?”
He said nothing, but his disapproving gaze went to her arms.
She groaned, then pushed down the overly long sleeves she’d rolled up, finally cuffing them at her wrists. The upside was that she could wear her watch again. She’d been worried about keeping it in the skirt’s roomy pocket and losing it. For now, though, she left the gold-and-diamond watch right where it was, because she didn’t think Sam was quite ready for one of the decadent marvels of the future.
After a quick visual examination, she tugged up her skirt again and slowly spun around for his inspection. “How do I look now?”
Sam took a long time to check her out, his eyes darkening a couple of shades. “You’ll pass.”
She grinned. “For what? A woman?”
He didn’t smile back. “A respectable one.”
Reese’s temper sparked, but she tried to tamp it down. Getting angry would get her nowhere. This was a different time, different morals. No matter how ridiculous or old-fashioned they seemed to her.
“Here.”
She stared at his outstretched hand, fisted so that she couldn’t see what he was holding. She opened hers, and he dropped some coins and two gold pieces into her palm.
“These are yours. From last night.” He moved closer to the door. “A stage will come through around three.”
With dread, she said, “You mean a stagecoach.”
He nodded.
“You’re kicking me out.” Panicked, she followed, clutching his arm. “Why?”
He tensed, but didn’t push her away. “There’s plenty for passage, a hotel and a hot meal or two once you get where you’re going.”
“What did I do?”
“Nothing. You did good.” He tentatively cupped his hand over hers, his callused palm scraping her skin. “You did what Doc couldn’t. We’re both grateful.”
She blinked rapidly, hoping to keep any stray tears at bay, terribly afraid she’d embarrass herself, because she never cried. Tears didn’t help. They only made a person look weak. “I don’t understand.”
He awkwardly patted her shoulder. “Nothing wrong with whoring. A woman’s gotta make a living, but if I—”
She reared back, jerking away from his hand. “Whoring? What are you talking about?”
“I don’t blame you for running. Margaret’s a hard woman, but she and the sheriff—well, I can’t hide you anymore. Doc and I don’t need any problems.”
“Sam, I’m not a whore. I never saw Margaret before yesterday. I’d never even heard of her.”
His brows dipped in suspicion. “Yeah, well, I heard that two of Margaret’s new whores arrived on the stage yesterday. Now one’s missing.”
“I’m not a whore,” she repeated. “I’m a doctor. You know that, Sam. You saw me work on those men last night.”
“That’s a fact,” he said, obviously confused. His gaze ran down the front of her blouse. “You wear whore clothes under there, and you don’t mind a man helping with your buttons.”
Reese sighed. She was not ready for this. After what she was about to tell him, she was more likely to end up in a nuthouse instead of the local bordello. “Sam, I think you’d better sit down.”


6

SAM DIDN’T DRINK WHISKEY much, and he wished he hadn’t downed two shots with Doc. This woman was confusing enough without spirits muddling his brain. She wanted to talk, and he wanted her gone.
Truth be told, he didn’t want her gone all that much. She looked real pretty with her face scrubbed clean, and he kind of favored her hair wild and free. And if he lived to be a hundred, that image of her in the red lace binding would never leave his mind.
“I have horses that need watering,” he said gruffly. “Best you speak your piece and then get ready for the stage. I’m sure Doc won’t mind you taking some of Martha’s things.”
She moved toward him, and it took all his gumption not to turn tail and run. Especially when she touched his arm with a trembling hand, her eyes dark with fear.
“Sam, I swear to you that I’m not a whore. I really am a doctor. And I’m not crazy. At least I don’t think I am. Even though I’m about to tell you something that is so fantastic you won’t believe me.”
He frowned, curious as all get-out, and hoping this wasn’t some kind of trick. The way her lower lip quivered and her slender fingers curled around his arm made it hard for a man to think straight. “I’m listening.”
Slowly, she lowered her hand, clasped it with her other one, lacing her fingers together. “I’m not from here.”
Sam stared, not sure if he should be mad at her foolery or pity her.
“That’s obvious, I know. What I meant is that I’m not from this—” The breath left her in a whoosh. “Oh, I—” She briefly squeezed her eyes shut. “I’m going to ask you one more time and then I swear I’ll never bring it up again. Is this a joke? Is someone playing a prank on me?”
“You’ll miss the stage,” Sam said, and turned to leave.
“Wait.” She grabbed his arm, and he stopped but wouldn’t look at her.
She swept around to face him, the pleading in her green eyes enough to make a man do things more foolish than listening. “Have you ever heard of someone traveling through time? Jumping from one century or even decade to the next?”
“In books?”
“In real life.”
Sam sighed. “Maybe I should get Doc.”
“He’ll never believe me, either,” she groaned. “I can’t believe it myself.”
“Yesterday. You fell—”
“I know. I thought of that, but I only hit my knee. Anyway…” She gestured with her hand toward the stool and cot. “I couldn’t possibly imagine all this. I was a miserable history student. I don’t even like Western movies.” Her eyes widened slightly. “No offense.”
Sam didn’t know what the hell to think. By now Doc likely wouldn’t be much use. Maybe after he slept off the whiskey. “You haven’t eaten. I’ve got some biscuits—”
“Look at these.” Reese pulled up the hem of her skirt so that the funny looking red-and-white shoes showed. “Have you ever seen anything like these?”
Except his interest didn’t rest on the strange shoes. She’d yanked the front of the skirt all the way up to her knees. She wore no stockings. His heart slammed in his chest. Slender yet curvy, her bare calves were silky smooth and hairless. He’d seen a woman’s legs before, but only those belonging to whores. In the Golden Slipper they walked around in underwear a lot, to tempt and save time. But Reese was different. He’d started to think she was a lady. He could barely swallow.
“Look.” She balanced on one foot, lifted the other and showed him the patterned sole of the shoe. “Have you ever seen anything like that before? Look at the detail,” she said, pointing to the fancy, even stitching.
He squinted for a better look. Damn if the red-and-white material didn’t look like leather. “Sometimes it takes awhile for the new styles to get here from back East.”
She let out a strangled laugh and set her foot back on the floor. She stumbled, and he caught her arm. Her bones were tiny and fragile, and as much as he found that he liked touching her, he loosened his grip.
“All right,” she said excitedly, and reached into her pocket. “What about this?”
He stared in astonishment at what was in her outstretched palm. Gold gleamed and sparkled. Not like the rough, sharp pieces of gold the miners brought into town. This was all polished, nice and pretty.
She turned it over and he blinked. It looked like some kind of timepiece. Much smaller than a pocket watch. The tiny clock was attached to a band. In a circle around the clock gemstones sparkled like stars in a midnight sky.
“Diamonds?” he murmured to himself. Maybe. He’d seen one only once, years ago.
“Here. Take it. Look closer.” Reese shoved the timepiece at him. “It’s called a wristwatch. They’re made in Switzerland by a company called Rolex.”
“Switzerland? In Europe?” The workmanship was so fine he was afraid to touch it.
“Yes, but they make watches everywhere now. Even in China.”
He lifted his surprised gaze to her. “Chinamen make these?”
She smiled. “Not exactly like this, but yes, they make watches that go around your wrist. Clocks, too.”
Sam frowned at the perfectly carved ridges all the way around the band. Too small to fit a full-grown person’s wrist, even hers. That’s how he knew she was lying. But the finish…how could anyone make gold this smooth and even? He was tempted to pick it up. Measure its weight. Maybe it wasn’t real gold.
She pinched at something and the band parted. “See? This is how it works.”
He looked closer and saw that it had stretched so she could slide it over her hand. Once it was in place on her wrist, she snapped something that tightened the band. She straightened her arm for him to see. A shaft of sunlight creeping through one of the cracks in the wall set the gemstones to sparkling.
“Have you ever seen anything like this?” she asked.
He shook his head. “But I’ve never been to Switzerland.”
Reese sighed. With two fingers, she pressed the side of her temple, briefly closing her eyes. When she opened them, she stared at him with curiosity. “How do you know about Switzerland? Did you study about Europe in school?”
“I’ve never been to school.”
Her eyebrows went up. “Not at all?”
“Nope.”
“You have books….” She gestured toward the cot, which riled him some. The books weren’t in plain sight.
“I can read.”
“Did your mother teach you?”
Sam took off his hat and hit it against his thigh, making her jump. The woman didn’t know when to keep her mouth shut. What was wrong with her that she’d ask a stranger so many personal questions? Even if he ever had a mother or father, what made her expect he’d want to talk about them? “That timepiece work?”
“Yes.”
“The stage leaves at three,” he said, and left the room before she started shooting off her mouth again.
 
REESE CAREFULLY HID the wedding dress under the cot behind Sam’s clothes and books, adjusted her skirt to make sure the running shoes were concealed, and then rearranged the white bonnet to hide her hair, and fortunately, half her face. The stables were quiet, save for the occasional neighing of a horse. She listened a minute longer before yanking open the misshapen door.
No sign of Sam. Or anyone else, thank goodness. A restless horse whinnied in the nearby stables, startling her, but she took a deep breath and ventured over the threshold toward the smell of burning wood and strong coffee.
Besides the back room, which she realized was nothing more than a poorly constructed add-on to the livery, there was a cavernous space with a dirt floor and high dilapidated roof that had to leak buckets when it rained. But the area did its job separating the living quarters from the stalls, and housing a huge pot-bellied stiove where Sam kept a kettle of coffee heated. Next to it was a pile of logs, a rickety-looking chair and a stump that probably served as a bench. Against the wall was a sideboard on which sat an iron skillet, a big black pot and two tin cups. Sam’s version of a living room and kitchen combo, she thought wryly.
After that, the livery started in earnest. Basic tack hung on the wall to the left behind a small buggy with a missing wheel. Several feet away a pitchfork leaned against a narrow set of steps that led to a half-story loft, jutting out over the rows of stables that lined both sides of the shoebox-shaped building. Despite the dirt floor and the hay strewn about, Sam kept the place surprisingly clean and smelling no worse than the stables she’s frequented as a young girl.
Satisfied that it was safe to do so, she moved closer to the heat, rubbing her palms together, trying to get them warm. The air wasn’t nearly as chilly as when she’d woken this morning, but nervousness always made her hands and feet cold.
She smiled, thinking about how Ellie used to tease her when they were kids. Science or math exams had always been a breeze for Reese, but when it was time to cram for history or English, she had worked herself into a bundle of nerves, certain her ineptitude in those areas would prevent her from being accepted to medical school.
Ellie never doubted Reese’s success for a moment. They’d often stayed up until midnight, Ellie rubbing Reese’s cold hands, making her hot chocolate and quizzing her until neither of them could stay awake another second. A girl couldn’t have a better sister than Ellie.
Reese sniffed. Would she ever see her sister again? She moved closer to the fire until her skin smarted from the heat. Feeling sorry for herself would get her nowhere. She had to stay focused.
Except she had no idea what to do next. She wouldn’t be getting on that stage, that was for sure. Her stomach rumbled, although she wasn’t really hungry. That was another sign of nerves: her appetite always disappeared. But she hadn’t eaten in well over twenty-four hours and she knew better than to let herself get run-down.
A white napkin had been spread over a tin pan and she lifted the corner of the cloth and peeked underneath. There were two golden-brown biscuits about the size of her fist. Sam had offered them to her earlier, so she didn’t feel bad about snitching one now.
She bit into the hard dry roll, fearing for her teeth. If Sam cooked his own food it was a miracle he wasn’t emaciated. Definitely not the case. She’d felt his arms, and he was in fine shape. Muscular without being obnoxiously so, and had she seen him at an L.A. restaurant, his shoulders were broad enough to earn a second look.
Reese thought back to the many movie sets she’d visited over the years, and she had to admit there was no better actor to play the lead in a Western. Sam was exactly what everyone expected a cowboy hero to look like. Tall, a few inches over six feet, lean, rugged without being scruffy. He had dark, wavy hair and intense brown eyes. And if there was such a thing as a perfect butt, the man had it.
Despite the fact that she had enough of her own problems, his close relationship with Doc really had her curious. He practically babysat the man. Lucky for the town. She cringed at the thought of Doc’s craving for booze and the detriment it was to his practice. But whether Sam’s sympathy was for his friend, or for his unsuspecting patients, Reese was counting on Sam’s compassion to help her find her way home. He knew the town, he could move about freely, while she couldn’t.
At least for now.
The picture of him in the coffin popped into her mind and made her shudder. Sam, a horse thief? It didn’t make sense. Was that why she was here? To prove that he hadn’t done what he’d been accused of doing? But that didn’t make sense, either. He was one man. How many innocents had been wrongly hanged through the centuries?
The sound of a horse trotting sent her scurrying toward the bales of hay stacked in the corner. She ducked behind them and clenched the rock-hard biscuit she still had in her hand. Sarcastically, she figured she could use it as a weapon if need be. Keeping perfectly still, she listened as the horse and rider stopped at the entrance to the livery.
“Hello? Anyone here?” It was a man’s voice. He hadn’t called Sam by name so she hoped he was merely a customer. “Hello?”
After a tense silence, she heard footfalls and then Sam’s deep rumbling voice. “Afternoon, mister. What can I do for you?”
“I need my horse boarded.”
“Got one stall left.”
“Good. Good.” He’d apparently dismounted, judging by the annoying screech of leather rubbing on leather. His voice differed from the ones she’d heard since yesterday. More crisp, perhaps citified. “I’ll be staying at the hotel. Three days, maybe four.”
“He’s a fine animal,” Sam said quietly.
Imagining his long lean fingers stroking the side of the horse brought a flush to her skin, a sudden yearning that made her breasts tingle. Her inappropriate reaction startled her. Yeah, Sam was hot, but she was in too much trouble to be distracted that way.
“Yes, he is. You take good care of Goliath and there’ll be an extra dollar in it for you.”
“I take good care of all the horses, mister,” Sam said with a faint trace of resentment in his tone.
“Yes, I heard. Good man. I’ll be at the hotel.” Reese heard a clink of coins, and then the man added, “The name’s Barnett, by the way, Hastings Barnett.”
She knew that name. She’d read it in the caption. Hastings Barnett was going to accuse Sam of stealing his horse. For that, Sam would hang.
Reese’s knees gave out, and she sank to the dirt floor.
 
HAVING HEARD THE NOISE coming from behind the hay, Sam hurriedly walked the man toward Main Street. Barnett plainly wasn’t from around these parts, most likely from somewhere back East. But Sam figured if that was Reese making the racket, better no one saw her, not even a stranger.
There’d been enough talk of the runaway whore over at the Silver Nugget this morning. Some claimed she was a witch, others reckoned she was a spy for Stanley Hopkins, who was opening a new brothel at the other end of town. Margaret was certain that she was her mail-order whore from back East, who’d accepted stage fare to come West and now would rather find a husband than work.
Wrong or right, Margaret’s belief was enough to get the sheriff involved, or else she’d make him start paying to go upstairs, like every other man who found pleasure at the Golden Slipper.
Sam took Goliath to his stall and then went to check behind the bales of hay. Reese sat huddled there on the ground, staring up at him, her small heart-shaped face whiter than newly fallen snow.
The relief that seeped through him because she hadn’t left, even though he’d told her to, gave him a shock. She meant trouble. Plain and simple. He needed her on that stage and not hiding in his livery next time the sheriff came poking around. “You’re gonna miss the three o’clock.”
“That man who was just here…how long did he say he was staying?”
Sam frowned at the peculiar question. “Three or four days.”
“Oh, no.” She made no move to get up.
“Why?”
She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. He saw the biscuit sitting on the straw beside her. She hadn’t eaten much of it, only a bite. After her hard work last night, she had to be weak. Maybe that had caused her crazy talk.
“Here.” He took her hand to help her up. Her palm was smooth and soft, without a single callus. She hadn’t done much outside in her life.
She struggled to her feet, and to his amusement, kicked at the folds of the skirt in a most unladylike fashion. When she finally steadied herself, she blinked at him, disbelief on her face. “You just smiled.”
Sobering, he released her hand. “You can still make it if you hurry. The stage is at the hotel.”
She sighed. “I’m not leaving, Sam. I know you don’t believe what I told you, but it’s the truth. That means I can’t leave Deadwood until I find out how to get back to my time.” She drew her lower lip into her mouth and then added, “I’ve been thinking about it and the key might be tied to my grandmother’s house. The place is over a hundred thirty years old, which means it exists now and should be somewhere near town.”
Sam stared at her, not knowing what to say. He wished Doc would get here. Unless he was too drunk by now, but Sam calculated he’d caught him in time. Doc had certainly been fascinated by Reese’s far-fetched time-traveling story. He was about the only living soul Sam had the gumption to pass on the tale to. Mostly because he hoped Doc could help her.
“What are you thinking, Sam? That I’m crazy? I don’t blame you.”
He felt the heat climb up his neck, and turned away from her. “Doc’s going to want to talk to you. Best you go back to the room so no one sees you.”
“Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me,” he grumbled. “I still mean to get you on that stage tomorrow.”
She laughed softly and touched his arm. He didn’t want to look at her, but it was as if he couldn’t control his body, and he turned toward her. She rose up on tiptoes, tugged at his arm until he got her meaning and lowered his head slightly. She stretched up higher and kissed him warmly on the cheek.
His insides quaked. Like the time he’d gotten too close to one of the mines on exploding day. His hand went to the spot she’d kissed. He hadn’t shaved in days. No telling how bad his scratchy whiskers felt under her full, soft lips.
Could be it was his imagination, but she looked a might out of sorts herself. Color stained her cheeks, and the tip of her tongue swept her lower lip. Her hand tightened on his arm and when she tilted her head back to look at him, the bonnet slipped, uncovering her shiny blond hair. He desperately wanted to feel its silky smoothness between his fingers, and forced himself to step away before he made a damn fool out of himself.
“You ought not to kiss a strange man like that,” he said in a hoarse voice.
She gave him a smile that could melt stone. “You’re not a stranger, Sam. You’re my hero.”
He stiffened. The woman didn’t know what she was talking about. What would she say if she knew the truth about him? That he was a killer. A cold-blooded son of a bitch who had snuffed the life out of husbands and fathers and brothers. He’d left countless orphans across three states to fend for themselves. God only knew what had become of them. Maybe they’d all ended up like him. Heartless. Miserable. Wondering why he bothered to take his next breath.
Damn her for reminding him what a bastard he was.
“Sam?” Her face full of worry, she touched his arm again.
He stared at her small, fragile hand, knowing he could crush it with one squeeze. He’d never hurt a woman before. And he sure didn’t want to start now, so before he picked her up and threw her onto the stage, he brushed by her and headed toward Main Street.
He wasn’t sure what the hell to do about this woman. One thing he did know. He was no fucking hero.
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SHE COULDN’T JUST sit there and hope Sam returned soon. In fact, he’d looked so angry Reese wasn’t sure he would come back. At least not without the sheriff. She had no idea what she’d said to set him off, but he’d changed into a different man right before her eyes. His face had darkened, his fists had seemed to involuntarily clench, and his murderous glare left its mark in her queasy stomach. She replayed their last conversation twice, but still didn’t get it. If anything, she’d complimented him. He looked as if she’d slapped him across the face.
The bigger problem was now he wasn’t about to help her. She set the bonnet back in place, making sure her hair was completely tucked beneath the crisp white cotton. The blouse’s voluminous sleeves covered the gold watch, and the long skirt brushed the ground and hid her running shoes. Now if she could only remember not to lift the hem, and still stay on her feet.
Two of the horses neighed as she passed the stalls. Goliath was one of them. She knew because his stall had been empty before Hastings Barnett showed up. Reese also knew horses, and the animal was truly magnificent. She’d been given riding lessons and a sweet-natured roan for her thirteenth birthday. She’d found that she loved riding and even won several competitions.
The rigors of college and then medical school had precluded extracurricular activities, so she hadn’t ridden in years, but she still recognized an exceptional horse. She stopped to stroke the side of the bay gelding’s velvety face. He snorted and nuzzled her hand.
“I’m sorry. I wish I had an apple for you,” she said, and it took only seconds for him to lose interest. She smiled sadly. “You are beautiful. Is that what’s going to tempt Sam?”
She moved away, shaking her head. Why would Sam steal this horse? Or any horse. He seemed to have a good business here, and then there was Doc. Sam obviously cared about the man too much to up and leave him. But what did she really know about Sam? His abrupt change in attitude and manners were proof enough that she knew little of him.
At the entrance of the livery she stopped to make sure no one saw her walk out. She inched around the door frame, angling her head first, surprised to see how far they were from the actual town. Her second surprise was the large crowd on Main Street. There had to be a hundred people out there. Both men and women swarmed the boardwalks on either side of the street, some walking purposefully, others leisurely visiting or gazing into shop windows. Several little boys played tag on the street, kicking up an appalling amount of dust.
Reese studied the scene with initial dismay, but then quickly realized that a crowd could help her blend in. Yes, there were more people who might be curious about her, but if she kept her face averted and stayed close to the store-fronts, maybe she could make it to the other end of town, or Grandma Lily’s house, whichever came first.
Of course, it made more sense that it wouldn’t be in town, that it sat on the outskirts just as it did in her own time, but she had to try. She took a step into the sunlight, just as a sudden thought struck with such force she nearly ran back into the livery for cover.
The bordello. Some of the furnishings. The Currier and Ives print. There had been an undeniable familiarity. Why hadn’t the idea occurred to her before now?
Because it was silly. She shook her head, checked her bonnet and hurried toward the boardwalk a block away. The Golden Slipper was definitely located in town, while Grandma Lily’s house was situated over a mile away from the tourist trappings. The geography and street plan of Deadwood couldn’t have changed that much.
She approached a young couple carrying groceries, and quickly averted her gaze, focusing on the window of the local newspaper office. They might have a list of residents. She couldn’t go in and ask, but maybe Doc would be sober enough later to help out. Maybe even Sam would have cooled off. That last incident still puzzled her, but she couldn’t dwell on Sam. One tiny mistake and she could end up in the sheriff’s office.
After passing the barbershop, the telegraph office and a shop advertising laundry service, she recognized the alley where she’d hidden yesterday. Across the street were the hotel, saloon and general store. She felt her pulse race, knowing she was nearing the Golden Slipper and that horrible Margaret. Reese stopped to gather her wits, pretending interest in a yellow ruffled dress displayed in the window of a seamstress shop.
She inhaled deeply and then forced her feet to move in the direction of the bordello. Unless she crossed the street, she had to pass the place in order to see what was on the other side of town. Since leaving the boardwalk would only call attention to herself, she stayed on course and prayed no one from the Golden Slipper would recognize her.
Bawdy laughter and the cloying odor of stale tobacco and cheap booze drifted out the door. Luckily, heavy velvet drapes shuttered the windows, blocking the view of both the customers and people on the street. That was the only reason she felt safe stopping to stare at the building.
Air seemed to whoosh out of her lungs. The Golden Slipper and Grandma Lily’s house looked remarkably alike. There were obvious differences, such as the lack of a porch, but the basic architecture was the same. The off-center door, the large, triple windows, even the bay window on the left, jutting from the eat-in kitchen. She would have to step out into the middle of the street to see if the small second-story balcony existed, as well as the Victorian-style turret that was part of the attic, but she wasn’t willing to expose herself like that.
She glanced across the street and saw that people were beginning to stare curiously at her. A seemingly respectable woman standing idly outside of a bordello would naturally attract attention. She gathered her skirt, remembered the sneakers and promptly released the fabric. Before she could take a step, someone put a hand on her shoulder.
She jerked away, the reflex having more to do with the man’s foul odor than the actual touch. Spinning around, she faced him, and glared in warning. His long stringy hair hadn’t been washed in weeks, and his wild reddish beard looked as if it hid an army of roaches. The two missing front teeth made for a charming grin.
Wicked amusement glinted in his watery blue eyes. “Look here, honey. My gold is as good as the next man’s.”
“Your what—? No.” She stepped back. “No. I don’t work here.”
“I like my women spirited.” Grinning, he reached out a bony hand and, through the cotton, pinched her right nipple.
She gasped and stumbled backward. “You stupid son of a bitch. Touch me again and I’ll break your damn hand.”
The older man chuckled and took a silver dollar out of his pocket. “Yep, you’ll do just fine.”
He made another move for her, and loath as she was to touch him, she grabbed his wrist and twisted it behind his back until he yelped. She’d taken several self-defense classes and had done some kickboxing as an undergrad, but she backed off, not wanting to draw any more attention.
“Why, you little bitch.” The man turned toward her with a meanness that alarmed her, and she drew back her arm, ready to lay him out.
Someone stopped her with a hand on her forearm and another at her waist. She twisted around, to be drawn against Sam’s broad chest. His grip on her arm tightened in silent reproach before his gaze went to her assailant.
“Old man, you best not be bothering my wife,” he said in a quiet but stern voice.
“Your wife?” The man narrowed his gaze at Reese. “She ought not be idling alone in front of Margaret’s place like a common—”
“Mister,” Sam interrupted, in that low warning voice that brooked no argument.
Reese opened her mouth to have her say, but Sam glared down at her. “Honey, shut up,” he said, and pressed his warm, firm lips to hers.
She whimpered deep in the back of her throat, but he got his way. She couldn’t have said anything if she wanted to.
Abruptly, he released her. The bearded man had already disappeared. Sam pulled his hat lower over his eyes, and with one arm around her waist, steered her back in the direction of the livery.
Remarkably, there didn’t seem to be many people on this side of the boardwalk. They tended to gather closer to the general store and the saloon. She didn’t kid herself, though. Several people had seen the commotion, but Sam had been careful to keep his voice low so that no one but the old miner could’ve heard his claim.
Still, being seen with her was enough to get him in trouble, probably the reason he promptly released her. She didn’t argue with his forcefulness, just stayed by his side and kept walking. As much as she hated guns, she hated more that the other man had one and Sam didn’t. If anything had happened to him because of her…
She shivered at the thought and wrapped her arms around herself. But it wasn’t cold, far from it. The morning chill had given way to a sticky heat. That was partly due to the massive amount of clothes a woman was expected to wear, with barely any skin showing. It made her wonder how many people had died of heatstroke back in early times.
Then again, maybe the heat flash had more to do with the kiss. Ridiculous, because as far as kisses went the encounter had been brief and quite chaste. Mentally reliving the feel of Sam’s lips against hers would last far longer. Reese swallowed. One lousy kiss meant only to shut her up. She had no business reacting, or giving it another second’s thought. Especially not with the danger she was in.
As soon as they stepped inside the livery, she stopped and turned to him. “I have to go back there,” she said, raising a restraining hand at his look of angry disbelief. “Not right now—I understand the mess I may have caused. But it’s my grandmother’s house—the Golden Slipper. I’m almost certain.”
Sam frowned. “I’ve been here over two years now. That place was built last year.”
“No, later it gets sold, I’m guessing, and somehow my family buys it or—” Frustrated, excited, she pushed the stifling bonnet off her head and fluffed out her hair. “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I’m pretty sure my grandmother ends up with the house. I was standing in the attic right before I passed out and—” The sudden look of pity in his eyes stopped her cold. “Forget it. I don’t expect you to believe me.”
She fidgeted with the bonnet and unfastened the restrictive top button of the high-necked blouse, which pressed against her throat.
He glanced over his shoulder, then gestured for her to keep walking. “Go to the back before someone comes poking around.”
“If it’s too difficult to hide me…if that scene I caused brings the sheriff around…” She took an anxious breath. “I don’t blame you if you give me up.”
“Sunday afternoon. He’s visiting Margaret. He won’t want to be disturbed.”
“Oh, good.” Reese sighed with relief.
As they walked side by side toward the back room, her shoulder brushed Sam’s arm. She’d accidentally touched him before, although this time it was different. Another flash of heat made her skin tingle. She gave him a sidelong glance but saw no reaction. This was so crazy. She was tired, that’s all.
They got to the room and he pushed open the ineffective door. The sun seeped in through one of the gaps in the wall, throwing a shaft of sunlight across the cot.
Sam frowned. “I’ll go put up that board now.”
She crossed the threshold and then spun around to look at him. “If the sheriff did find me, what would he do with me?”
Amusement flickered in Sam’s brown eyes. “Throw you in jail.”
She folded her arms across her chest. “You think that’s funny?”
The corners of his mouth twitched. “I reckon Sheriff Ames might find you’re too much trouble to keep in his jail.”
“Really?” She liked men with a sense of humor, but not when the threat of her being locked up seemed too real. A thought flashed through her mind. “Wouldn’t he give me to Margaret?”
The humor left Sam’s face. “Yes.”
She paced the small room, trying to think. “That would get me into the house,” she murmured to herself.
He grabbed her arm and forced her to face him. His harsh, forbidding expression made her flinch. “You want to be a whore?”
“No, of course not.” She moved her arm, finding his grip painful, and he abruptly released her. “I wouldn’t do that. I would—” She cleared her suddenly parched throat.
“What would you do, Reese?” he asked quietly.
He’d never used her name before, or if he had, not like this, his tone a caress that slid over her skin and warmed her insides.
She met his intense gaze. “Why did you kiss me?”
He looked nearly as horrified as she felt for impulsively uttering the words, and then his expression went blank. He rubbed the back of his neck and looked pointedly at the gap in the wall. “I’ll fix the crack and then make supper.”
Like him, she was more than willing to ignore the foolish question. “Sam, I know I’ve already asked for so much, but what I really would like is a bath.” She glanced around the room, already knowing there was nothing to accommodate her. But there had to be a way. Maybe he had a tub behind the hay. She didn’t care where it was. She was hot and sticky, and it had been too long since yesterday’s shower. “Is that possible?”
He nodded once, his gaze briefly touching her breasts. His nostrils flared slightly. “I’ll heat some water.”
“Thank you.” She felt frustratingly helpless as she watched him leave the room. Offering to make their meal was out because she didn’t think she could handle the wood stove, or making anything from scratch, for that matter. She was more a microwave and frozen dinner kind of gal.
Today was Sunday, he’d said. Yesterday at Grandma Lily’s house it had been Saturday. They were on the same calendar, at least. But did that mean anything? Other than the fact that she had an appointment tomorrow to meet with a hospital administrator to discuss her new job.
Groaning, she sank onto the edge of the cot. What would happen when it seemed that she’d fallen off the face of the earth? She couldn’t imagine how her sister had reacted to finding her missing. Poor Ellie. Tears welled and Reese ruthlessly blinked them away. She needed to keep her wits about her. If she stayed calm and focused, she was certain she’d find the answer that would get her home.
A pounding behind her made her jump. She twisted around to see that the gap in the wall had been repaired. There were several other small openings, but nothing she couldn’t live with. Someone would have to work hard at being able to see inside, and with no window, she welcomed the small amount of light the shoddy workmanship allowed.
At least now she could get out of the suffocating clothes. She imagined it would take Sam a while to heat the water, although she hoped he didn’t get it too hot. What she really needed was a dip in her pool. She sighed from the pleasure of simply thinking about such a luxury, and unbuttoned her blouse, which she then quickly stripped off. Next she unlaced her shoes and toed them off. The skirt was easy to unhook, and she slid the yards of blue cotton down her thighs.
She bent over to pick up the skirt, and heard the brief knock. Before she could take cover, the door creaked open.
 
SAM FROZE IN HIS TRACKS. At the sight of her near nakedness, his heart thundered. Not just her back, but her legs were that light golden color. But that wasn’t what kept him powerless to move. The same red silk that bound her breasts stretched across her hips in a narrow strip, but left most of her buttocks showing. He’d never have imagined it. The skin was golden there, too.
She slowly turned toward him, and his gaze went straight to the red silky triangle that covered her woman’s place. She swooped the skirt up and held it against her body.
Her tongue darted out to wet her lips, and she held the skirt closer to herself. “I’m sorry. I thought you’d be a while.”
He swallowed, willing his hardening cock to go down, anxious to put the wood tub between them. But the old trough was heavy and he had to drag it through the door, not sure it would make it past the narrow frame. He always took his baths near the stove so he didn’t have far to carry the water.
The trough wouldn’t move easily but he favored fighting with it over having to look Reese in the eye. He should be the one apologizing for surprising her. Or might be it was best to ignore the whole situation. He didn’t have much experience being around women. Not one who was a lady. Whores were bred different.
He finally pulled the trough into the room close to the cot. Reese backed away. He was kind of hoping for another look at her fine fleshy buttocks, but he forced his mind to veer from that line of thinking. Bad enough he’d been un-gentlemanly, and he still couldn’t get his cock to ease up.
With his eyes cast downward, he said, “The water should be ready soon.”
“I can help bring—”
“No.” He made the grave error of looking at her. She still had the skirt drawn to her body, but the top part of her bosom was in plain view. He inhaled deeply, trying not to stare at the plump mounds of golden flesh.
Without another word, he headed for the door, and when he got on the other side, closed it as tight as he could behind him. If he had his druthers, he wouldn’t lay eyes on her again till mornin’. The woman was gonna make him as loco as old man Wilson, who’d taken to howling at the moon every time it came up full.
Hoping to dull the ache in his loins, Sam checked on the water he was heating, and then tended the horses. He still had to muck out the stables, look in on Doc and fix their supper. The day was near gone. In three hours the sun would set and the boys would be at it again. Wouldn’t take them long to get liquored up, get separated from their gold by fast dealt cards, and then try to settle their differences with a gun. He hoped Doc would be up to the task of sewing the stupid bastards up.
Reese would do the mending, Sam knew, and she’d do a better job than Doc, but that upped the risk of her getting caught. He thought back to what she’d said about the sheriff handing her over to Margaret, and his blood boiled. Didn’t she understand what Margaret would make her do for her keep? No one was gonna listen to her crazy story about being from another time. Talk like that might even ruin her chances at earning whore money. Margaret would have her whipped.
He tested the water, his temper growing just thinking about the way that old miner had put his filthy hands on her. It was plain she hadn’t put on any of the petticoats Doc had given her. Damn it. A man could get the wrong idea about a woman not wearing a petticoat. Didn’t Reese understand that?
Not that he liked the notion, but tomorrow he’d help her, even if that meant going to the Golden Slipper and poking around. He didn’t expect he’d find anything, but if he could ease her mind that there was nothing here for her, might be she’d move on.
Damn it. For two years he’d lived here in peace and quiet. Not a soul but Doc knew who he was, or about the evil he’d done. No one nosed around. Even the sheriff had let him be. Until Reese came.
Sam hauled up one of the buckets of heated water, and just knowing he was about to see her, felt his groin start to ache again. She sure had soft lips. But right as rain, the woman was gonna get him hanged.
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REESE DIDN’T CARE about the rough, scratchy inside of the tub, or that the soap had an odd odor and a grainy consistency. Well, that wasn’t true, she did care a little bit, but she was just so glad to be sitting in an actual bath. She hadn’t realized how much her muscles ached from the fall yesterday—two falls, in fact, the first in Grandma Lily’s attic. She appreciated the warm water that eased some of the ache, aware that it wasn’t easy to come by.
Sam had made several trips, carrying two heavy buckets, to fill the tub. She’d offered to help twice, but his only reply had been a dark scowl and an averted gaze. She hated that he was so angry with her. He’d been nothing but kind, despite the fact that he probably wanted to kick her out on her ass, and she didn’t know how to repay him. Although she had an idea that disappearing out of his life would be all the thanks he wanted.
She wanted that, too. More than anything. She simply didn’t know how to achieve that end. Never in her life could she recall feeling so utterly helpless. What she’d wanted, she always got. Schools, dates, grades, the right clothes, an enviable sports car, a house on the beach, the perfect career. Everything had come easily. Not to say she hadn’t worked hard, but still, she’d been lucky, she knew. Incredibly lucky.
Reese laid her head back on the strips of toweling Sam had thoughtfully provided, closed her eyes and thought about her parents. Their devoted attention was one thing that had eluded her. They loved her, of course, she knew that, but they loved the spotlight more. They loved the publicity and the money and the way studios bowed to their demands.
How much of her success was attributable to them? The television gig, possibly, but the rest? How much had come her way simply because she was Brad and Linea Winslow’s daughter? Oddly, she’d never considered that possibility before, and she didn’t like it. No, not so odd, really. When had she ever had this much idle time to think? Her life was a total whirlwind, sweeping her from one engagement to the next. She worked hard, too hard to be denied her own credit. That she was a Winslow was secondary.
Sadly, even to her parents. Would they miss her? When they found out she’d vanished, would they fly back from Spain or Monaco or wherever they happened to be? She rather doubted they would. Maybe after she’d been gone a month.
Ellie, on the other hand, would be frantic. She’d probably hired a private detective by now.
When the loud knock came, Reese knew that, like the last two times when he’d come to fill the tub, Sam wouldn’t open the door until she gave permission. However, unlike before, she was already in the water, with no means to cover herself. There were no suds to block his view. The best she could do was take the coarse strips of towel from behind her head and float them over her body.
“Come in,” she called, her heart picking up speed. Not from fear. It was that damn kiss that still had her worked up.
He opened the door, his gaze carefully averted from her nude body beneath the water as he carried in two more buckets. She didn’t understand. He’d already filled the tub to the brim.
At her questioning look, he lifted one of the buckets, which she now saw was empty. “The water’s gotten cool. I mean to take some out.” He jerked his head toward the other bucket. “Put in more heated water.”
Her lips parted, but she couldn’t speak. She’d given him nothing other than grief, yet…Now she knew for sure that she was overly tired. She swallowed around the lump in her throat. Afraid the tears would come, she quickly submerged her head, then surged back up out of the water and wiped her face with her palms.
“Thank you,” she said, her voice shaky. “Here. I’ll scoop it up.”
He handed her the empty bucket, his expression a wary mixture of frustration and confusion. Then he turned his back while she filled the container. She got on her knees, then tried to stand, hoping to be able to set the bucket outside the tub. She was in pretty good shape because she always made time for cardio exercise and weight training, but once it was full, she could barely lift it out of the water.
She noisily cleared her throat and slid back down to her knees. Even though she floated the towel strategically, he would inevitably see more than he should. That didn’t bother her, but it might him. “Um, Sam?”
“Yep.” He kept his back to her.
“You’ll have to turn around so you can help me lift this bucket out of the tub.”
Slowly, he swiveled around. His body jerked slightly when he saw that she was kneeling with her shoulders out of the water, the bucket the only thing blocking his view of her naked breasts.
His strong, tanned throat worked with his swallow.
“I know this is awkward,” she said. “But I’m sure you’ve seen a woman’s breasts before.”
His mouth tightened; other than that his expression gave nothing away as he reached for the bucket handle. She’d planned on crossing her arms over herself as soon as he grasped the pail and pulled it out of the tub. But his taciturn mask annoyed her and ignited a perverse streak of stubbornness that had gotten her into a jam on a couple of occasions.
She’d seen the hunger in his eyes earlier when he’d walked in on her. She’d also seen the bulge at his fly. His stupid, silent indifference didn’t fool her. So what. These were different times. He’d started it. She hadn’t asked him to kiss her and send her mind in foolish directions.
Reese stayed right where she was, her arms at her sides, her breasts visible and bobbing slightly in the water. His biceps bunching beneath the tan shirt, he lifted the heavy bucket, and his gaze went straight to her breasts. He seemed transfixed, frozen, even as he muttered something under his breath.
“I think you’ll have to dump the warm water in, too,” she said, reminding him to move. “I won’t be able to do it myself.”
“What?” His heated eyes slowly met hers, and a dull flush crawled up his throat to his face.
He quickly looked away and set down the filled bucket, and then picked up the other one. Stopping, he slid his long, lean fingers into his breast pocket, his gaze staying on his boots. “I got this from Doc. Belonged to his wife,” he said, thrusting a small square packet at her.
Their fingers brushed and he yanked his hand back so fast water sloshed out of the bucket onto the floor.
She hid a smile. “What is it?” As soon as she asked the question, the pleasing scent of lavender drifted up to her nose.
“Sweet salts,” he said, his eyes still averted. “You put it in the water.”
“Thank you, Sam.” She was so touched by his unrelenting kindness, her voice broke.
His gaze shot to her then, regret darkening his eyes before he looked away again. “I won’t be bringing in any more water,” he said gruffly, and dumped what he had into the tub.
Delicious warmth spread around her. “Do you want to take a bath?” she asked impulsively.
He frowned, his dark brows dipping in bewilderment as he reluctantly cast another look her way. “Ma’am?”
She bit off a nervous laugh. She wasn’t sure what she meant, either. If he wanted to join her, it would be a horribly tight fit, but she wouldn’t refuse. The mere thought of his naked body rubbing against hers made her skin tingle and her nipples ache.
“It’s a shame to waste all this water.” She tried not to look, but she couldn’t help it. The front of his Levi’s stuck so far out it was impossible not to stare.
“Supper will be ready in half an hour,” he murmured, and sped through the door so quickly he forgot the other bucket.
 
HE’D BURNED THE BACON. And the biscuits. Sam crouched by the stove and pulled the iron skillet away from the fire with disgust. She was a confounding woman. He didn’t understand her one bit. She liked trying his sorely strained patience, that was a given.
Damn her. He rubbed his fly but found no relief. Looked like he was gonna have to go to the Golden Slipper and spend some of that money he had socked away. The skillet slipped when he tried to move it, and burned his little finger. Damn the woman.
Didn’t she understand she couldn’t be saying the things she did to a man? Or let him see her bare bosom, as if he could ignore those pretty little pink nipples? She couldn’t be that innocent, no matter where she came from. Sam stared at the slab of bacon, black at the edges. Unless she wanted beans, she was gonna have to eat this. That’s all there was to it.
He stroked the denim over his cock, willing the powerful need to go away. He’d been itching to bury himself in her softness all afternoon. If she kept up with her taunting, he couldn’t guarantee he’d stay a gentleman. He ought to just tell her how he was feeling toward her. Be real plain about it so she’d understand what she was asking for when she let him see her bosom, and said those things.
“Sam? You burnin’ something?”
At the sound of Doc’s voice, Sam abruptly moved his hand away from his fly and stood to face his friend. Doc had shaved since this morning and wore fresh black trousers, and his coat looked as if it had been cleaned. He walked straight, as if he’d been off the whiskey for the better part of the day.
As he got closer, Doc sniffed the air. “Smells like burnt bacon.”
“Yep.”
“I reckon I’ll be eating supper at the hotel,” Doc said, grinning.
Sam snorted with false irritation. Truth be told, it did his heart good to see his old friend looking sober.
“Where’s the woman?”
Sam gestured with a nod to the back, fighting the sudden image of round bare breasts with pink nipples. “Finishing her bath, I reckon.”
Doc frowned at the pan of over-brown biscuits and then at the skillet. “You’re not gonna feed her that swill.”
“Yep. Being as it’s her fault.” He set his jaw, and then turned to stoke the fire when his friend’s eyes got too curious.
“She ought to eat a proper meal,” Doc said after a long stretch of silence.
Tempted as he was to remind Doc that he usually drank his supper, Sam kept his mouth shut. He glanced ruefully at the food. Wouldn’t surprise him none if she wouldn’t eat, and Doc was right. She’d worked hard last night, and no telling how much sleep she’d gotten. He finally shrugged. “I reckon I could go buy a chicken dinner at the hotel and bring it back.”
“Hello, Doc.”
Both men turned, and at the sight of her, Sam’s heart skittered. She wasn’t wearing a bonnet and her hair was damp, and her face pink from scrubbing. So was the skin at her throat, where she’d left the top two buttons of the brown blouse unfastened.
“Afternoon.” Doc tipped his hat.
Sam took off his Stetson and slapped it against his thigh. “I’ve had mules less stubborn than you.”
Her steps slowed and she frowned, her lips pursed in a pout. Just like she was fixing to kiss somebody. That didn’t help his irritable disposition.
“Sam.” Doc’s disapproving tone wasn’t welcome, either.
“You just come sauntering out here, without your bonnet, not knowing who I’m talking to. Seems to me you wanna get thrown in Sheriff Ames’s jail.”
She planted her hands on her hips and glared at him. “I recognized Doc’s voice.”
Sam grunted.
Doc stared at him with a look of complete shock. Then his mouth curved in a slow smile, as if he knew something Sam didn’t.
“Come on, Sam.” Reese walked toward him, a sway in her hips he didn’t trust, and then she slipped an arm through his, real familiar like.
Well, he had seen her breasts. His insides tightened at the memory.
She smiled up at him. “What smells so good?”
Her.
He stiffened as he inhaled the clean, warm scent of her body. Staying close to this woman was dangerous. As politely as he could, he shied away from her and went to crouch down over the cooling skillet, poking at the black edges of the bacon. “I reckon we’ll be eating a restaurant meal.”
The fool followed him, bringing temptation with her. She peered into the pan, standing so close that her skirt brushed his arm. Even down here he could smell her pleasing scent.
“Actually, I love burned bacon. I don’t eat it much, but when I do that’s about the only way I have it. The fat gets cooked out so it’s much healthier. But I have to admit, that bacon looks different than the kind I’m used to,” she said thoughtfully.
Frowning, Sam glanced over at Doc, who seemed more interested in him than Reese’s peculiarity.
Doc grinned suddenly. “No sense in you going to the hotel, Sam. I mean to go over there anyway.” He backed toward the street, tipping his hat at Reese. “I’ll see what Floyd and Daisy cooked up this afternoon, and bring something back.”
“Don’t trouble yourself,” Sam said meaningfully while rising from his crouched position. “I’m headed that way.”
“No trouble at all.”
Sam clenched his jaw. He suspected he knew the reason for Doc’s contrariness. But the matter was quickly settled with the loud bang of a gunshot. They all exchanged weary glances. The violence had begun early today.
 
SOMETIME AFTER NINE Reese finally was able to choke down one of the hard dry biscuits. The roll wasn’t so bad dipped in coffee. Or maybe it was because she was so weak and famished she didn’t care what anything tasted like. At first, Sam had told her to stay in the livery, since Doc was sober enough to take care of the wounded men who’d started parading into his office before the sun set. But as the casualty rate grew, Sam had reluctantly asked her to help.
She hadn’t minded, except for the obvious risk factor. Fortunately, the men who came through Doc’s doors weren’t the law-abiding type who socialized with the sheriff. Observing how early medicine had evolved fascinated her. Some of it was hard to watch, though, because of the lack of sterilization, and Doc’s limited resources to fight infections. Sadly, she guessed that one out of three men ultimately wouldn’t survive.
Something else had happened during the course of the night that she hadn’t yet had time to explore…a growing excitement simmering deep in her belly. Not over Sam, although her mind wandered to him far too much. Instead, she felt a renewed surge of wonder at the power of medicine, a feeling that she hadn’t experienced since her second year of medical school.
“Things seem to have quieted down.” Doc stood at the window, peering out between the parted curtains. Then he darted Reese a thoughtful look. “I have some beans in the back, and some dried beef.”
Her stomach rumbled loudly, not that either offer sounded appetizing. She pressed a hand against her middle and murmured an apology. Without a word, Sam left the room.
Doc reached under the cot and pulled out a different bottle of whiskey than what he’d used for patients. He set two glasses on the small table where he kept instruments at hand, and glanced questioningly at her. She shook her head, disappointed in him.
He smiled knowingly, then poured himself half a glass. “You have a fine touch,” he said, setting the bottle aside. He picked up the glass and cradled it in his trembling hands without taking a sip. “Sam doesn’t understand, but I do need this to steady my nerves.”
She smiled sadly but said nothing. The problem was, he wouldn’t quit after the few sips it would take to stop the tremors. He knew that, judging by the way he quickly averted his gaze and downed a big gulp.
“Tell me what you did to the boy yesterday.” He set the glass down, leaned against the wall and folded his hands together.
Yesterday? Had it only been yesterday that she and Ellie had been rummaging through Grandma Lily’s attic? The idea was enough to make Reese dizzy, and she claimed the only stool. “It’s called CPR.”
Doc frowned, as she knew he would.
Feeling punchy, she couldn’t help herself. “Or are you referring to when I performed the Heimlich maneuver?”
Looking baffled, Doc grabbed his glass again, and she instantly regretted baiting him.
Sam reentered the room carrying two cans, scowling when he saw the whiskey. His discouraged gaze moved to Reese. “The beans are cold,” he said with a hint of apology.
“I don’t care.” At this point, she’d take protein any way she could get it. She watched him stick a spoon into the can, and when it looked as if he was going to pass the beans to her that way, she said, “But I’d like a plate if you have one.”
Annoyance crossed Sam’s face as he turned and left, but she guessed it wasn’t directed at her.
Doc’s chuckle confirmed her suspicion. “Sam’s never been married. He forgets it’s not a woman’s habit to eat out of a can.”
“I was wondering about that.” She figured a man his age during this time period would have settled down and had a family by now. “Why hasn’t he married?”
The good humor left the doctor’s face, replaced by the haunted expression she’d seen there too many times in their short acquaintance. “You’ll have to ask him. But I wouldn’t be expecting an answer if I were you.”
She smiled. “By the way, thanks for the clothes.”
The abject bleakness that entered the man’s eyes gripped her heart. God, how could she have been so thoughtless as to remind him of his wife’s death? Reese knew from her experience during residency that it was best to acknowledge the loved one’s passing rather than ignore the blunder.
She hesitated until she remembered his wife’s name. “When did Martha pass away?” she asked softly.
He drained the whiskey from his glass. “Two years now.”
“I’m so sorry.”
He nodded, sighing heavily, his shoulders sagging as if the burden of his loss was heavier than he could bear.
“How did it happen?” she asked, testing the waters, seeing if he wanted to talk or would rather end the conversation.
During a brief but awkward lapse into silence, Sam returned. The tension was thick enough that he clearly picked up on it, somberly handing Reese the plate, his concerned gaze darting between her and his friend.
Finally Doc said, “Consumption took her. My Martha fought real hard.” His voice cracked. “But in the end, I couldn’t save her.”
Reese scrambled mentally for the modern equivalent. Tuberculosis. How horrible that people died of something so easily curable. “It wasn’t your fault, Doc,” she said, fiercely shaking her head. “Even in my time, with all our modern knowledge, we have trouble saving people from consumption.”
He stopped briefly, then reached for the whiskey bottle. He didn’t appear surprised about her reference to being from the future, and Reese figured Sam had told him about her loony ranting. No, it was cautious hope that shadowed his eyes.
“I tried,” he said despairingly. “I swear I wasn’t drunk. I tried to save her.”
She nodded sympathetically. “I’ve lost many patients to consumption myself, even after trying everything I knew.”
A measure of relief eased the pain from his face. The tightness around his eyes and mouth relaxed, making him look considerably younger. However, her declaration didn’t stop him from gripping the whiskey bottle and refilling his glass.
Disappointed again, Reese looked at Sam.
His eyes met hers and his mouth curved in the faintest of smiles as he handed her the can of beans. She spooned some onto her plate, wishing with all her heart she could do more for Doc. How sad that he wasted his life by crawling into a bottle. The town needed him, and she had a feeling that, despite how it appeared at first glance, Sam did, too.
Doc ate a piece of dried beef—basically jerky, Reese decided—and then contented himself with his whiskey, while she and Sam ate the rest of the beef, beans and biscuits in melancholy silence. No gunshots disturbed them, and after a half hour, when Doc started nodding off, Sam suggested they return to the livery for the night. They both knew their sleep might be interrupted if more violence took place, but for now, they could close their eyes and forget for a while.
They said good-night to Doc, and then Sam checked to make sure no one was on the street before they stepped outside. Reese breathed in the crisp, clean air and gazed up at the clear sky. More stars than she’d ever seen at one time sparkled like pricey diamonds against the inky blackness.
Sam moved close and said, “Thank you.”
“For what?”
He touched her cheek. “For lying to Doc.”
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IT TOOK JUST ABOUT everything Sam had in him to watch Reese disappear behind the door, and not follow her into the room. Touching her cheek had been a powerful mistake. Her skin was so damn soft it made a man want to break down and cry. He couldn’t recall ever doing that. Not even when he was a tot. Had he shown that kind of weakness, he wouldn’t be standing here now. But then, that might not be such a bad thing.
He threw another log on the fire and then got his bedroll out from where he’d tucked it behind the hay. No empty stalls were left after boarding Goliath, so he unrolled the bedding near the stove. He thought about forking some loose hay down from the loft for a cushion, but he was so tired even his teeth ached. Like last night, the hard ground wouldn’t bother him.
Thinking about Reese was another matter. That could keep him tossing and turning. He wanted her. Against all good sense, he wanted her with a deep burning ache that had grown worse as the afternoon passed into night. He liked everything about her, including the way the devilment sparkled in her sassy green eyes. Mostly, he liked how kind and patient she was with Doc.
Sam suspected a lot of women wouldn’t take kindly to a man who let spirits get the better of him. They didn’t understand the demons some men faced. Him and Doc, they had more than their share breathing down the back of their necks. They’d seen too much senseless death, been responsible for some. That kind of guilt and shame stayed with a man no matter how much he drank or gambled or whored.
Some nights Sam got lucky. Like tonight, when his mind was too tired to fight sleep. He closed his eyes, breathed in deeply, but the peace wouldn’t come. A vision of a green-eyed female stood in his way. What haunted him worse was the persistent feeling that he somehow knew her. Though he couldn’t have met her before yesterday.
Before settling in Deadwood he’d drifted, living mostly on the trail, staying only a day or two when he passed through a town. On those rare occasions, Reese wasn’t the type of woman he socialized with. She was too refined, cultured, a real lady.
Muttering a curse, he rolled over and tried to get comfortable, but even surrounded by straw, he could still smell her sweet tempting scent. No, he couldn’t know her. He’d remember someone like Reese. For a lifetime…
He didn’t know how long he’d been asleep when he heard the thundering of hooves. Sam quickly sat up as the horse galloped closer. It sounded as if the rider was headed to Doc’s.
Sam scrambled to his feet and ran out of the livery just as young Pete Smith slid off his horse, his boot catching on the stirrup in his haste. Grounding out a string of oaths, he hopped on one foot before breaking free.
“Doc!” he hollered. “I need Doc.”
Sam beat him to Doc’s door, hoping like hell that his friend was still in good enough condition to handle this emergency.
“What’s wrong, Pete?” Sam asked, using his shoulder when the door stuck.
“It’s Sara. The baby ain’t coming easy.”
Sam finally pushed the door open and let Pete in. He was a young father, barely twenty, who’d already sired a son last year, and again his wife was with child. Sam hadn’t known her name till now.
“Doc!” Both men called out at the same time. Except Sam didn’t hold much hope that he would be answering.
They headed for the back room where he slept. His cot was empty. Sam led the way to his office. Just as he suspected, Doc sat on the stool, slumped against the wall, eyes closed, his glass lying on the floor. He’d passed out before he made it to his room.
“Goddamn it.” Pete let out an anguished cry. “Sara’s gonna die.”
Sam pushed a hand through his hair. What could he do? It was one thing for Reese to hide out in Doc’s office and help the drunks who would barely remember her the next day. But if she went to the Smith place and word got out…
Hell, he couldn’t let the woman die. Fisting the front of Pete’s shirt, he jerked him hard till the wildness in his dark eyes cleared. “I have someone who can help your wife.”
Fear changed to hope in Pete’s face. “Who? Let’s get him.”
“First, you have to give me your word that you will never speak of this night again. To anyone.”
Pete nodded solemnly. “You have it. We gotta hurry.”
Sam released him, told him to wait with his horse, and then headed for the livery. Pete’s word would have to be good enough. Sam loosened his collar. It felt too much like a rope tightening around his neck.
 
AT THE SOUND OF the healthy baby’s cry, Reese smiled through the exhaustion that minutes ago threatened to drown her. Tears wet her cheeks. Mainly from earlier frustration and fear that she wouldn’t be able to help the young mother. But against all odds, mother and child were both doing fine.
Blond, freckled Sara, her hair and nightgown drenched with sweat, laughed through happy tears and cradled her son to her breasts. Reese kept her eye on Pete, who hovered unsteadily at his wife’s side, one hand clutching the unfinished log bedpost, still looking as if he might faint. At the door, a toddler not much more than a year old stared absently into the small room. He hadn’t once interfered, hadn’t uttered a sound during his brother’s long and difficult birth.
Sighing, Reese leaned against the wall and watched Sam quietly gather the soiled rags and bowls of bloody water. He’d barely left her side for the past four hours except to fetch and heat water, occasionally turning away to preserve Sara’s modesty. Never once did he complain or balk when Reese barked an order at him. He stayed calm and purposeful.
“We have to leave,” he said as he walked past her with the pile of rags. “Say your goodbyes.”
“In a minute. I want to help sponge Sara down.”
“No time.” His gaze went to the threadbare curtains that covered the tiny window as he continued out the door.
She understood that he wanted to return to town while it was still dark, and she pushed herself away from the wall, amazed that her legs still worked. Reese was sure she’d been this tired before, during residency certainly, but couldn’t remember it. The front of her blouse and skirt were totally ruined. She hadn’t thought to bring an apron, only Doc’s black leather bag, which he kept supplied for house calls. Pitiful, really, because most of the contents were ineffective.
“You and your baby will be fine, Sara,” Reese said. “Later, try and eat something. Definitely hydrate.”
The couple looked blankly at her.
“Drink lots of water.”
“Thank you, Doctor.” Sara started to cry again.
Reese promptly went to her side and covered her hand reassuringly. “You’ll be fine. I promise.”
The woman mutely nodded.
Reese didn’t know what else to say. If she had to live in the middle of nowhere, in a two-room cabin in the woods, she’d cry, too.
“Doctor?”
She turned at the sound of Sam’s voice, a tiny thrill skimming up her spine. She’d been called “Doctor” hundreds of times, thousands, but his acknowledgment pleased her in a way she couldn’t describe.
“We need to go.”
“Yes.” She afforded Sara and Pete one last smile.
He released his wife’s hand and straightened. “How much do we owe you?”
“Owe me? No.” She shook her head. “Buy something for the baby.”
Gratitude filled the young man’s eyes. “Thanks, Doctor.”
“Reese…” Sam’s curt tone got her moving.
She wished she had time to clean up, but understood that returning to town after light would be risky. On her way out of the room, she grabbed Doc’s bag and followed Sam to his horse. He climbed on Diablo first, took the bag and then held out a hand to her. As if she weighed nothing, he easily pulled her up to sit behind him on the saddle.
It took her a moment to arrange her skirt so that she could straddle the horse, and then she slid her arms around his waist and pressed her cheek to his strong, broad back. Along the horizon the darkness had already begun to fade. Hungry birds chirped in the trees. Sam clucked at Diablo and off they went, galloping down the dirt road through the woods. Reese held on tight, not just because they moved at a fast clip, but because Sam felt solid and safe and far more familiar than he should.
She truly wished they had time to stop, sit on a rise together, his arm wrapped around her as they watched the sun come up. But that could never happen, and that fact made her inexplicably sad. Silly, because she had far more important things to worry about. After she slept, she promised herself. If only for a couple of hours. She yawned and closed her eyes. Later, she’d worry about getting into the Golden Slipper. Later, she’d think about the small miracle she’d performed tonight, and how much it reminded her of the reason she’d studied medicine in the first place.
Right now, though, all she wanted to do was enjoy the feel of her breasts pressed to Sam’s hard body, and the steady vibration of the galloping horse between her thighs.
 
TO REESE’S ABSOLUTE amazement, sleep hadn’t come easily. Maybe it was because the sky had already turned pink by the time she’d fallen in an exhausted heap on Sam’s cot. He’d been pretty certain that no one had seen them ride in the back way to the livery. Although some people in town had been awake. She’d noticed lanterns and candles lit behind window curtains.
Her rest was fragmented by erotic dreams of Sam lying gloriously naked beside her, before the image slid into a nightmare of him lying deadly still in a pine box. She gave up on sleep entirely after being awakened with the sensation of clawing an invisible wall, as if battling her way back to the future.
Despite her colleagues’ predominant opinion that dreams meant nothing, she believed the opposite. In her personal experience, dreams had often reflected her waking concerns, and when she took the time to think about them, they’d helped her solve problems. The dream about her and Sam lying naked together was a no-brainer. Yeah, she wanted him. She’d have to be totally numb not to be interested.
Painful as it was to replay the nightmare of him lying in the coffin, she knew her subconscious was trying to show her something she was too flustered to see. In the end, it occurred to her that the book with Sam’s photograph could be the key to returning home. She’d held it in her hand just before she fell unconscious. Had she dropped it, or had the book traveled with her through time? Was it lying on the floor of the Golden Slipper?
The possibility had kept her wide-eyed and restless, until she’d finally sat up sometime around ten. Outside was still quiet, but she doubted Sam was asleep. She bent over to slip on her running shoes, and spied the books she’d noticed stacked under the cot. Unable to resist, she crouched down and grabbed a handful.
Behind the stack were a dozen or more books and magazines, which surprised her. Reese hadn’t thought magazines existed in the 1800s. She pulled out several of those, too, and then sat down on the cot again, balancing the bounty on her lap.
She looked at the magazines first, stunned to find copies of the Saturday Evening Post, Scientific American and Scribner’s Monthly. The issues were all old, even by Sam’s standards, dating back three or four years. One publication, Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, particularly interested her. For the price of ten cents, the issue was filled with miscellaneous news in the areas of music, drama, fine arts, sports, serial fiction and book reviews. The pages were well-worn, as if they’d been turned many times, although this particular issue was already six years old.
The thought of Sam being interested in this variety of subjects intrigued her. Eagerly, she turned her attention to the books, the jackets of which were already worn, and the first title leaped out at her: Moby Dick. Blinking, she went to the next one: Nature, by Ralph Waldo Emerson. Then two by Jules Verne, Journey to the Center of the Earth and Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea.
The familiar titles made her feel disoriented all over again. She checked the publishing dates. They ranged from the 1830s to the 1860s. She’d never thought about how long the classics had been around. But these books, right now, were part of Sam’s pop culture. How interesting that he chose such fanciful fiction. Maybe that’s why her fantastic story about traveling through time hadn’t prompted him to throw her out.
She leafed through the pages, saw that some of them were dog-eared, and that a piece of straw or scrap of fabric marked a place. Tonight, if she couldn’t sleep, at least she’d have reading material. She’d read Moby Dick, but none of the others. She set the books aside, and returned to the magazines. But a noise in the stables warned her that Sam was moving about, and she quickly put everything back under the cot.
She took a deep breath and smoothed her hair. Silly how her pulse sped up, knowing she was about to see him. But there it was.
 
“DID YOU WANT TO BE a doctor?” she asked after her first sip of morning coffee. Bitter and thick, the brew seemed to slither down her throat. But she needed to be alert, and this, if anything, would do the trick. Sitting by the heat of the wood stove was making her drowsy.
Sam stared down from the loft where he was forking hay to the stable floor. “No.”
His appalled tone made her smile. “Why not? You’re good at tending to people.”
“Don’t like blood.”
She hooted with laughter. “You’re kidding.”
The annoyed dip of his eyebrows told her he didn’t share the joke.
“But you’re around gore so much. You’re the first to hold down a patient or clean up or replace the bloody water—”
He winced. “Don’t much like talking about it, either.”
She drew her head back, surprised by his obvious aversion to blood. Then she took another thoughtful sip of coffee. He helped because Doc needed him, because without his contribution, someone could die. Had she ever met a more honorable man? Certainly not in her circles.
Damn him. As if she didn’t like him too much already.
She shifted so that she could lean comfortably against the sideboard where he kept the pot, skillet and kettle, and watched him work. No hardship there. He had strong, muscled arms and seemed to handle his chores without effort. She knew guys from the gym who kept in great shape, working out religiously, yet she doubted any of them would have half his stamina.
“What did you do before you came here and opened the livery?” she asked.
He stopped forking hay, leaned on the pitchfork and used the back of his arm to wipe his forehead. He looked at her directly for the first time since she’d joined him, his gaze briefly lingering on her throat, where she’d left the top two buttons unfastened. “You shouldn’t be sitting out here in the open.”
“We’ll hear if someone comes.”
“Not necessarily.”
She sighed. “After last night, I don’t see that it matters. The Smiths probably have told someone about me.”
“No. Pete gave me his word.”
Reese smiled wanly, sincerely hoping that was good enough. Sadly, in her world, a person’s word didn’t always mean much. “You haven’t told me about what you did before coming to Deadwood.”
He stiffened, the tension radiating from his body reaching her half a floor below. Abruptly, he picked up the pitchfork and aimed it like a spear high in the air in her direction. Her heart plummeted. With force, the pitchfork pierced one of the bales of hay sitting several feet from her.
He pulled off one glove and then the other, stuck them in his back pocket. Then he descended the rickety-looking ladder, his brown shirt straining across his back muscles.
“You could have hit me with that thing,” she said, her heart still pounding.
“Only if I’d aimed for you.”
She glared at him. “What are you going to do now?”
He stepped off the last rung and turned to face her. “Water the horses, ma’am. If that’s all right with you.”
His teasing smirk caught her off guard. She gathered her skirt and pushed clumsily to her feet. He closed a hand around her upper arm to help steady her. When it was time to release her, he did so with such obvious reluctance that something fluttered in her chest.
She looked into his chocolate-brown eyes, tempted to slide her arms around his neck and hold tight until he kissed her. It would take but a second for him to respond. She hadn’t mistaken the heated looks, the different ways he found to touch her, no matter how briefly. But she knew darn well they wouldn’t stop at one kiss, and there was too much at stake.
“Why won’t you tell me about your past?” she asked, tilting her head to look up at him.
His face changed, the humor gone. “What good is that?”
She lifted a shoulder. “You know about me. All I really know about you is that you like to read. You have quite an eclectic collection of books and magazines.”
He startled her by hooking a finger under her chin and forcing it higher. His gaze skewered her with a contempt she didn’t understand. “Do I?”
“The books were in plain sight. I wasn’t snooping.”
One side of his mouth lifted in a mocking smile. His grip on her chin tightened infinitesimally, just enough that panic welled up inside her. “What else did you find?”
“Nothing. I swear.”
“I offered you shelter. That’s all.” His eyes were cold. This was the other Sam—the one she’d glimpsed yesterday.
She shivered. “I understand.”
Abruptly, he lowered his hand.
She swallowed, even more curious about him than before. Surely he wasn’t embarrassed at being well-read. Not that she’d ask.
Wordlessly, he refilled the cup he’d left on the stove. He took two gulps and stared out toward the street.
She had little choice. At the risk of getting her head bitten off, or worse, she asked, “Will you go to the Golden Slipper for me today?”
A muscle in his jaw jumped. Without looking at her, he gave a curt nod and drained his coffee cup.
There was only one reason a man went to a place like the Golden Slipper, and it galled her to think she cared in the least what Sam did. But her hand shook as she reached into her skirt pocket and withdrew the coins the patients had given her last night. She opened her palm. “You’ll probably need these.”


10

SAM STEPPED INTO the dimly lit parlor of the Golden Slipper. The sickening smell of tobacco, whiskey and cheap sex burned his nostrils and sat heavy in his lungs. He’d chosen a good time to come. The place was crowded, even though most of the miners had headed back up the mountain. Not long ago, when Deadwood had first sprung up out of nothing, the whole town depended on gold and prospectors for survival. But that had changed quickly, with folks pouring in and setting up shops and saloons. Now with talk of the railroad, and the telephone exchange with Lead, it seemed as if there were never any peaceful days.
The stage came more often now, the livery was nearly always full, and what with Homer Atkins opening another hotel, Sam had been asked to add to the stables. He didn’t mind the extra work, but he hated the steady increase in travelers coming through town. It was only a matter of time before someone recognized him.
“Well, I’ll be. Sam Keegan. I haven’t seen you here in quite a spell.” Margaret sidled up to him, her strong perfume making his eyes water. “You haven’t been going over to Dora or Mollie’s place, have you, darlin’? My girls are much better than those old whores of Dora’s. Those gals of hers have been spreading their legs before mine were born.”
He waited for her to finish laughing at her own joke, and then said, “No, ma’am. Been too busy.”
She linked an arm with his, and with her blue satin skirt rustling, steered him toward the bar. “Chester,” she said to the barrel-chested bartender. “You give Sam here a whiskey on the house.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” Sam said, even though pressed up against Margaret’s big bosom and drinking a whiskey was the last thing on earth he wanted.
She drew a finger across the seam of his lips. “You call me Margaret, handsome.” She smiled, her taunting gaze following the trail of her finger, and then she slowly lowered her hand. “I have the perfect girl for you, Sam Keegan. You just wait right here.”
He exhaled slowly and watched her sashay toward the stairs. Damn, he wished he could’ve slipped in without her seeing him. Truth be told, the fact that she knew his name surprised him. He didn’t even really know the woman, who’d come to Deadwood about a year ago. Her establishment was the newest of the three brothels. Sam had only visited the place twice. She and the sheriff had gotten real cozy right off, and Sam made it a habit to stay away from lawmen.
Chester set the whiskey in front of him, and Sam nodded to the man before throwing back the shot. He hadn’t wanted it, but no use having people wonder why a man would belly up to a bar and not take a drink. The bartender picked up his glass to refill it, but Sam shook his head and slid him a coin, which he quickly pocketed.
“Heard you had some excitement around here on Saturday,” Sam said in a tone that meant he was just making idle talk.
“Saturday?” Chester frowned, shaking his head, his fleshy jowls wobbling. Abruptly, his face cleared. “Oh, Saturday, yeah, the new whore. Wearing a wedding dress, if you can believe it. Then gone, just like that.” He snapped his fingers.
“They found her yet?”
“Nope. Why?”
Sam shrugged. “I like ’em with spirit. Figured I’d have a go at her.”
Chester grinned. “Yep. That one, she had spirit.” He wiped his hands on his apron while he glanced around. Then he ducked his head and gulped down a shot from a glass hidden under the bar. He straightened and looked around again, his pale blue eyes darting toward the stairs. “A man can get mighty thirsty working back here. But Margaret don’t understand.”
“Good thing she’s not here.” Sam smiled, reaching into his pocket. Not the one that held the coins Reese had given him. Hell. Big of her, offering to buy him sex. That had really set him off. “Let me buy you another one.”
The bartender’s greedy gaze went to the gold piece Sam set on the bar. He narrowed his eyes on Sam, paused for a second and then grabbed the gold. “Don’t mind if I do.”
Sam waited for the man to down another shot, and then said, “The woman, the one in the wedding dress. Did she leave anything behind?”
Chester gave him an odd look. A customer at the end of the bar yelled for another beer and the bartender shifted his girth in that direction.
Cursing under his breath, Sam looked around the room. A bald man he recognized but didn’t know by name sat on a settee with two of the ladies. Already he’d had too much to drink, judging by his crooked tie and the fact that his pocket watch had fallen on the floor near his boot. The blonde hanging on his left arm slid a hand between the man’s legs, and smiled at Sam.
He quickly turned back to the bar. The last thing he needed was to have to fight an angry drunk. He waited for Chester to refill glasses, hoping he’d get done before Margaret returned. Finally, the man ambled back in his direction.
“I’ll take another whiskey now,” Sam said, so as not to arouse suspicion.
Chester grumbled about washing another glass, and then shoved the whiskey across the bar. Sam got his meaning and gave him an extra two bits.
“Margaret said she had someone in mind for me.” Sam sipped, and then shrugged. “You got an opinion on who I should choose?”
The bartender’s lecherous gaze went straight for the blonde who’d smiled at Sam. “Any man who goes up those stairs with Laura comes down grinnin’ from ear to ear.”
Sam briefly glanced over his shoulder and then took another sip. “Sure had my mind set on the new one.”
Chester pulled the towel he kept draped around the back of his neck and polished a wet spot on the mahogany bar. “Don’t know what to tell you, friend.”
“You expect she means to come back? Did she leave anything here she’d wanna fetch?”
“Nope.” He stopped and frowned thoughtfully. “Come to think of it, she didn’t have any bags with her.”
“Nothing?”
“Not a damn thing.” Chester snorted. “Must have been expecting Margaret to buy her a wardrobe. Ask me, Margaret’s better off without her.” He shook his head. “Some of them whores from back East, they’re just more trouble than they’re worth.”
Sam nodded in mock agreement, glad he had some time to think when the man went to refill another glass. Reese had come with nothing, which suited the story she told of traveling from another time. Hard to believe as it was, pieces of the puzzle fit together like nothing else did. Trouble was, if she hadn’t brought anything with her, what the hell was he supposed to be looking for?
Whatever it was, it plainly wasn’t to be found. She’d left nothing behind, and he knew for a fact this place had always been the Golden Slipper, from the time it was nothing but a few sticks in the ground.
He saw Margaret at the top of the stairs, trailed by a tall, big-bosomed redhead. Sam swore to himself at the same time the thought flashed in his mind that he might do well to get some relief. He started growing hard just thinking about the softness of Reese’s golden skin, how her hips curved just like a woman’s ought to. But Margaret’s whore was a little young for his tastes. She barely looked eighteen.
She also wasn’t Reese. The unexpected notion shook him all the way down to his boots. The woman was gonna be the death of him. He gulped down the rest of his whiskey and pushed back from the bar.
Lucky for him, two men stopped Margaret and the redhead at the foot of the stairs. The interruption granted him enough time to leave without causing a ruckus. Chester was at the end of the bar, and on his way to the door, acting on a sudden impulse, Sam asked, “What’s Margaret’s last name?”
Chester eyed him as if he’d had one too many whiskeys. “Winslow,” he said. “Margaret Winslow.”
 
SHE SHOULDN’T HAVE SENT him to the Golden Slipper. It had been a mistake. A huge mistake. Reese paced the length of the livery, stopping to pat Diablo’s velvety nose, taking a deep calming breath and hoping to dispel some of the nervous energy that had her so keyed up she couldn’t keep still. As she’d done every five minutes for the past hour, she edged her way to the entrance of the livery, and cautiously poked her head out far enough to check for any sign of Sam.
Nothing.
She should have found a way to sneak into the Golden Slipper and look for the book herself. If he found it, he’d probably look at it. He liked books. He’d be curious. And then he’d see his own picture, of him dead, propped up in a pine box. Oh, God. She couldn’t imagine his horror. What had she been thinking?
Well, she hadn’t been thinking. That was part of the problem. Her mind was a muddled mess, bouncing from one thought to the next. She needed sleep and a decent meal. And what she wouldn’t give for a real bath.
However, none of those comforts would help determine one vital decision she faced. If suddenly given the magic key, could she leave, knowing Sam was destined to hang? Could she return to the future and not torture herself over his fate? What happened now, or next week for that matter, was already history, she’d tried to reason with herself.
The possibility also existed that he deserved to hang. He’d frightened her twice now. Right before her eyes she’d seen him change from a soft-spoken, thoughtful man to one who seemed as if he’d just as soon spit on her than help her to her feet. So why wasn’t she still frightened of him? Why did her heart thud with sick panic over his safety?
Maybe she’d been brought here to save him. The thought had occurred to her more than once. If she didn’t fight the reality of actually being here, then perhaps she needed to consider the reason for her circumstances. Except giving in to lunacy wasn’t that easy.
Shaking her head, she resumed pacing and noted the stiffness in her neck. What was keeping him so long? Stupid question. The Golden Slipper was a brothel, after all. And Sam was a man. He’d think nothing of sampling the wares. The mores were different here. The fact that it made her jealous was laughable. No, it was disgust, not jealousy, she told herself. Yet she’d given him the money to pay for the sex.
She groaned loudly, startling the horses.
There should be only one objective in her mind: getting back to the twenty-first century, where a lucrative career awaited her. Abruptly, the idea of being made up for a live broadcast sent an arrow of distaste straight through her middle.
Her memory flashed to Sara Smith’s slick, beaming face as she held her newborn baby. Reese had enjoyed her work in the past couple of days. She’d literally saved lives. Even residency hadn’t compared to the hands-on gratification of bringing someone back from death’s door. But she’d have that same opportunity later on…in L.A. In a big, clean, modern hospital with all the latest technology. Twice a month she’d collect a nice fat paycheck. Nothing wrong with wanting it all.
She thought about Doc’s dirty office and that pathetic shelf of castor oil and heaven only knew what else. Her stomach lurched. Even small changes could improve the survival rate of his patients. Still, there wasn’t much she could do but make suggestions and explain to him about CPR and the Heimlich maneuver and pray that he’d stay sober enough to retain the knowledge. It wasn’t as if she could forget her other life in another time and stay here. That wasn’t possible. The mere idea knotted her insides. Another idea registered. Would the decision even be hers? She pressed a shaky hand to her stomach and forced herself to breathe deeply, trying to rein in her thoughts, trying to keep from getting ahead of herself.
Right now her goal was simple. She wanted Sam back. Here. Safe. With her.
 
DOC’S HAND SHOOK SO BADLY he had to drop his blade into the basin of sudsy water or risk slitting his own throat. He angled his face to look at the reflection of his jaw. The stubble poked out worse most days, although he’d wanted to look respectable for Reese. She’d done real good helping bring Sara Smith’s baby into the world, and he aimed to buy her a restaurant-cooked supper. That is, if he could make himself look her in the eye.
Shame and guilt bathed his skin in sweat. A deep yearning for the bottle he’d hidden under some rocks behind his office almost made him howl like an injured wolf. But he wouldn’t touch it. Not today. He wanted to keep a clear head and learn what he could from Reese. She knew things about healing he’d never heard of, and she hadn’t lost a single patient. Sam had described her outrageous claim about being from the future. Doc wanted to hear more. He wanted to discover her medical secrets. It’s what Martha would have wished.
Just thinking about his wife stoked the urge to uncover the bottle and drown his misery. He clenched his teeth and wiped the sweat from his brow. Later. If he still wanted a drink after he talked to Reese, then so be it. For now, he could do this. Not take a drink. If only for an hour or two.
He abandoned the razor and splashed his face with the cooling water. Things would be better if he shaved; a face without whiskers always made him feel like a new man. But he could only take one small step at a time. Might be that if he got some food in his belly, his hands wouldn’t shake so bad.
He dried his face and hands, pulled down his cuffs and buttoned them, and then slipped on his coat and set his hat on top of his head. Too late he recalled he hadn’t combed his hair. It needed cuttin’ and tomorrow, God willin’, he’d go to the barber. Right now it was enough for him to put one foot in front of the other.
Halfway across Main Street, he saw Sam coming from town, his strides long and quick, his face as dark as a thundercloud. Doc waited for him, wondering if his friend’s sour disposition had anything to do with a certain blond doctor of the fairer sex. He tried not to smile. Even with a head as big as a water trough and his mouth drier than a cotton ball, he knew better than to goad Sam when he was in a black mood.
Doc waited at the entrance to the livery. Out of the corner of his eye, he thought he saw movement near the stove. Likely it was Reese, no doubt wearing one of Martha’s dresses. Swallowing hard, he forced his thoughts away from the image. Martha would have been glad to share her clothes. She would’ve done anything for the woman.
God, he wished she was here. Sharing his bed. Pressing a cool damp cloth to his forehead when the nightmares came. Martha had known everything about his past, and even when he’d forsaken himself, she’d loved him anyway.
“Sara Smith had her baby last night,” Sam said by way of greeting. “A boy.”
“I heard.” Doc nodded and walked with him into the livery.
Sam stopped, frowning. “Who told you?”
“Pete was in earlier looking for some castor oil.”
“He say anything about Reese?”
“Not a word.”
Relief relaxed Sam’s features. Neither of them doubted Pete understood speaking in front of Doc was all right, but still, it had been a good test.
“He did say that Sara hadn’t had an easy time of it,” Doc murmured, fresh shame washing over him. “Her mama had the same problem. The fifth child killed her. Hope Sara and Pete are more sensible about having too big a brood.”
Sam’s dark gaze searched the back of the livery. “You seen her?”
“Not yet. Where’ve you been?”
“The Golden Slipper.”
Doc stared in disbelief. “What the hell for?”
The corners of Sam’s mouth twitched as he headed toward the stove and stooped to get the coffeepot. “Reckon I don’t have to explain that to you, Doc.”
“And here I suspected you were sweet on the lady doctor.”
Sam’s head jerked up, his eyes narrowing dangerously. He shot a look toward the back before fixing Doc with a menacing glare.
Chuckling, he held up a placating hand. “Now, I’m certain she’s sweet on you, so why you’d find the need to go to the Golden Slipper—”
“She sent me.”
Doc’s amusement abruptly fled. “She sent you?”
“Yep,” Sam assured him, with a smugness that made no sense.
The door to the back room creaked, claiming both their attention as Reese walked out. She gave them each a quick look and blushed.
Doc cleared his throat. Hell, he hadn’t meant for her to overhear. “Afternoon, Reese.”
“Hello, Doc.” Her anxious gaze went to Sam.
“You didn’t leave anything behind,” he informed her, his gaze on the coffee he poured into a cup and passed to Doc.
“How do you know?” She moved toward them, wearing Martha’s favorite blue blouse with the eyelet trim around the collar.
Doc stared into his murky black coffee, willing the pain and resentment away. Wouldn’t do any good to fault Reese for being here when Martha couldn’t be.
“I asked the bartender.”
“Maybe he doesn’t know. Maybe one of the women picked up something—”
“Chester knows everything that goes on there.”
She heaved a shaky sigh and clasped her hands together. “Did you find out anything useful?”
“Nope.” Sam poured Reese a cup, his focus on his chore. He was holding something back. Doc wasn’t sure what was going on, but he’d known Sam for nearly half his life. He spoke as plainly as any man Doc had ever met. Not now.
“You were gone a long time,” Reese said, with a dose of accusation in her tone. She quickly glanced down at the cup Sam had handed her, her fingers wrapped around it so tight her knuckles looked white. “Never mind.”
Doc sipped his coffee to hide his smile, then, to break the awkward silence, said, “I reckon you’re trying to get your belongings back from the Golden Slipper.”
She looked at Sam. “Apparently, I traveled light.”
“I told Doc.” Sam scrubbed at his face. He looked tired, and Doc felt renewed shame over being out cold last night when young Sara needed him. “About where you say you’re from.”
“I figured.” She met Doc’s eyes. “I know it sounds crazy. Sometimes I don’t believe it myself. But if there’s another explanation for me suddenly appearing here out of thin air, I’d love to hear it.”
Doc considered the earnestness in her lovely green eyes. He sincerely hoped she wasn’t out of her head. She just might be the woman who could pull Sam from the pit of hell. He needed goodness and sunshine in his life, and a week ago, Doc would’ve sworn on Martha’s grave that there wasn’t a woman on God’s green earth that Sam would allow himself to feel anything toward. But these past two days Doc had seen a spark in his friend’s eyes that had never been there before.
“You know, I believe our last conversation got interrupted. I’d still like to hear about what you did for the boy the other day,” he said, and offered her his arm. “How about I buy you a nice steak supper at the hotel?”
Her startled gaze darted to Sam. “I’d love to discuss medicine with you but—”
“Don’t be a fool,” Sam interjected. “She’s not going anywhere.”
She gaped at him, her eyes blazing.
“I thought you told the sheriff she’s a friend of mine,” Doc said, all innocence. “No harm having a quick supper.”
“The hell you say.” Sam dumped out his coffee. “The woman is staying here.”
Reese’s hands went to her hips. “The woman will make up her own mind.”
Doc watched the two of them eye each other like wildcats in heat, and gleefully sipped his coffee again, suddenly not missing his whiskey at all. Now that he’d stirred the pot, no telling what would come to a boil.
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DEEP DOWN Reese knew Sam was trying to protect her. Protect him and Doc, too, because if she got caught, the sheriff would want to know who’d been hiding her. Not that she’d ever breathe a word, but she understood where Sam was coming from. What she wasn’t willing to accept was that he thought he could lord it over her.
“You know what?” She held his challenging gaze and took a couple of steps toward him to make sure he knew she wasn’t afraid of him and that she meant business. “It might be the custom here to tell a woman what to do, but in my time it doesn’t fly.”
He frowned, and too late she realized it might also be a custom to slap a mouthy woman. But she wouldn’t back down. Not now that she’d drawn her line in the sand. Besides, she felt safe with Doc here.
But Sam didn’t look angry. Confused, maybe. Probably wasn’t used to a woman talking back to him. Doc, on the other hand, looked as if he was enjoying himself a tad too much.
“Lucky for you,” she continued, “I intend to be reasonable.” She shook her head at Doc. “I wouldn’t be comfortable out in public. But thank you for your offer.”
Doc smiled. “Sam might have a point. Better we don’t have to answer any questions. I can bring some food back. I reckon you’re tired of Sam’s cooking by now.”
“Honestly, neither of us has had time to cook or eat,” she said, and noticed Doc flush a dull red. She certainly hadn’t meant to remind him of his neglect. “You look good today, Doc,” she added softly, and reached over to squeeze his big rough hand. “I hope tonight isn’t too busy. We can have a nice chat.”
“Monday night. Should be slow.”
“Good.” She included Sam in her smile, and then tried to keep any hint of the ridiculous jealousy she felt out of her voice when she asked, “Do you have any money left from the Golden Slipper for our supper?”
Wordlessly, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of coins and a couple of gold pieces. She didn’t know the exact amount she’d given him, but he couldn’t have used much, if any. The relief she felt was silly. Made not a bit of sense. If he wanted to screw every woman in town, it was none of her business. Nor did she care. Maybe it would improve his disposition.
Her gaze lingered on his large, callused palm, and she wondered about what kind of lover Sam would be. Was he generous? Or did he take what he wanted, quickly, without thought of pleasing his partner? Annoyed at the direction of her thoughts, she snapped her gaze to Doc.
“I don’t know what things cost, but will that be enough for all of us?” She refused to look at Sam, even though she felt his troubled eyes burn a hole right through her.
Doc chuckled. “Yes, indeed. But I’m buying. I suspect you should keep that in a safe place in case you need passage.”
Reese sighed as she watched Doc walk toward the street. He still didn’t believe that she belonged in the future. If he did, he would understand that she didn’t need passage. She wasn’t going anywhere, unless it was through some weird time vortex. What about Sam? If he didn’t believe her, either, had he done his best to find evidence at the Golden Slipper?
She turned to discover him watching her, his brooding expression totally unnerving. “Do you believe what I told you about where I’m from?”
“Yes.” He said the word quietly and without hesitation.
“What changed your mind?”
“Margaret,” he said, “from the Golden Slipper. Her last name is also Winslow.”
Her heart thumped wildly in her chest. “Margaret? Scary Margaret?” Reese decided she needed to sit down. “Damn.”
Sam’s dark eyebrows shot up.
She vaguely registered that he wasn’t accustomed to a woman using such language, and then took the only stool near the stove, her thoughts racing so fast she felt dizzy. On the bright side, the news helped validate her claim. But why did it have to be Margaret? The woman gave her the creeps.
“Why didn’t you tell me right away?” Reese asked, watching him throw another log onto the fire.
Crouching, he used a poker to stir the ashes and reposition the wood. “Reckon I should have.”
That hardly answered the question, but there was little use pushing him. She stared at his strong, stubborn profile. He was a very attractive man. Obviously well-read. Why did he tie himself to this place, practically living like a hermit? She knew from Doc that Sam hadn’t been married but, had he, like Doc, lost someone he deeply cared about? Had the loss made him bitter? “Did you speak to Margaret?” she asked.
“No point to it.”
She stared down at the thick black goop coating the bottom of her cup, and murmured, “No, I guess not.”
Okay, now what? At least she hadn’t imagined that the Golden Slipper looked like Grandma Lily’s house. As disgusting as the thought was, Margaret most likely was Reese’s grandmother with four or five greats in front, or possibly a distant great-aunt who’d bequeathed the home to her brother. Reese liked that possibility much better and was sticking to it.
“So?”
She looked over at him.
He lowered himself to the floor and sat with one long leg bent at the knee, bracing an arm. “What do you reckon you’ll do?”
“I don’t know. Try to sneak into the Golden Slipper.”
His face darkened and he jabbed the poker into the logs with too much force.
“It’s not like I want to go anywhere near the place, but the house is the only link I have to home.” She switched her attention to the fire and stared at the hypnotic flames. “Don’t worry, I won’t ask for any more help from you.”
“I’m not complaining.”
“I know.” She realized with sudden clarity that she couldn’t get him involved. Not with the threat of a noose in his future. It amazed her that she could be so self-absorbed that she sometimes forgot what Sam was about to face.
She had to warn him. Now that he finally believed she lived in another time, she could explain about the book, about seeing his picture. Caution him to stay away from Goliath and his owner. The man would leave with his horse soon enough. The danger would pass. History would be rewritten.
Gathering her skirt so she wouldn’t trip, she scooted the stool closer to Sam.
He narrowed his eyes in suspicion when she reached for his free hand. As soon as she touched him, he tensed, holding himself so absurdly rigid it might have been funny under any other circumstances. She splayed her much smaller hand over the back of his, squeezing gently.
Maybe the contact hadn’t been a good idea. She’d only meant to help cushion her words, but oddly, the innocent touch sent a shaft of heat all the way to her belly. Pulling away now, though, would make everything worse. “Sam, I have something else to tell you. It won’t be easy to hear.”
He didn’t say anything, didn’t move, didn’t even blink.
“First of all, I know you’re a good, honorable man.”
He jerked back, and with a harsh laugh said, “Don’t make that mistake.”
“Sam, please.”
He rose. “I have chores to do.”
“Just give me a moment.”
“The horses can’t wait.”
“I’ll help.” She struggled to her feet, tugging at the folds of the skirt when they tangled around her legs.
“You.” He didn’t offer assistance, but spun toward her with a finger jabbing the air. “Stay out of sight.”
“I can’t very well do that for the rest of my life, can I?” She heard his sharp intake of breath, and then watched him stalk toward the steps to the loft, his pounding footfalls sending dust and grit into the air.
She had a good mind to follow him up to the loft. At least there she could corner him. Make him listen. What the hell was wrong with him? He acted as if she’d insulted him, which clearly wasn’t the case. Did it somehow show weakness to be considered a good man?
He grabbed the pitchfork and quickly ascended the steps. As soon as he disappeared from sight, hay came flying down toward the stalls with a vengeance.
“Fine,” she said, not really prepared to carry out her bluff, but he’d annoyed her. “I can talk from here. All you have to do is listen.”
Silence fell.
Then the pitchfork came spearing through the air, fortunately landing nowhere near her this time. He climbed down, and her pulse quickened, watching the play of worn denim across his perfect ass.
“You’re trouble, lady,” he muttered, sending her a scornful look as he walked past her toward the first stall. “Too damn much trouble.”
The distinctive saddle he picked up from the railing she recognized as the one from last night. He took it into Diablo’s stall, and the gelding tossed his head in anticipation as Sam started to saddle him.
She growled with frustration when she understood he was leaving. “Where are you going?”
Mutely, he finished fastening the straps and then swung into the saddle.
“Doc is bringing back dinner,” he muttered.
At the click of Sam’s tongue, Diablo surged forward. “Stay out of sight,” he warned again, and then trotted out of the livery, angling left, away from town.
 
DINNER HAD BEEN a simple meal of roast beef, fried potatoes and canned corn. Not the kind of food Reese normally ate, but she cleaned her plate and still had room for apple cobbler. Sam’s plate remained untouched, sitting by the stove, covered with a white cloth napkin. Doc stayed sober, sipping coffee and asking her dozens of questions about CPR, the Heimlich maneuver, methods for sterilization and treatments for common ailments.
She enjoyed appeasing his unwavering curiosity, knowing that he vacillated between outright disbelief and cautious astonishment. For hours no emergencies interrupted them. Not even Sam. She’d been anxious, wondering what he could possibly be doing away from town in the dark, and voiced her concern several times. But Doc seemed frustratingly unperturbed, and she had to satisfy herself that he considered Sam’s behavior normal.
At nine, barely able to keep her eyes open, she stifled a yawn. Doc promptly excused himself, first making certain she was safe behind the door to the back room, and reassuring her that Sam would return soon. She left her clothes on and lay back on the cot, staring into the dark.
Ten minutes ago she’d been so tired she’d feared falling asleep on Doc. Restless now, she thought about lighting a lantern and reading one of Sam’s books, but decided that keeping the place dark might precipitate his return. She hoped that would happen soon. Every little sound made her edgy in the unfamiliar blackness. Sam had been here the last two nights, and even though he was still basically a stranger to her, she felt oddly safe when he was around.
Perhaps her complacency was foolish. After all, history described him as a criminal, and she’d seen that harsh side to him twice now. But neither mattered. Instinctively, she trusted him, and he hadn’t let her down yet. He’d even found out that the Golden Slipper belonged to a Winslow.
The idea still boggled her mind. She didn’t know of anyone in her family who’d explored the Winslow genealogy. Or if they had, they’d kept the information about Margaret quiet. Reese smiled. Wouldn’t sharing that tidbit at cocktail parties be a hoot?
That is, if she could find her way back. Her amusement faded. Would there be any more cocktail parties to attend? Any more invitations to sit on televised panels? Spa treatments? Leisurely laps in her pool? She shifted on the narrow cot, lifting herself up on her elbows because it was suddenly difficult to breathe.
With the smell of hay and horses heavy in the air, her Beverly Hills life suddenly seemed so faraway it was almost nonexistent. What if she wasn’t meant to return? What if this was it for the rest of her life? No, she couldn’t allow those thoughts. She’d only been here three days, barely enough time to find the key that would take her back home. She closed her eyes and forced herself to breathe deeply and evenly.
But what if this was it?
She shivered, trying with all her might to shove away the persistent question. Staying here wasn’t an option. She had important work to do. Modern medicine was on the verge of so many previously elusive cures, and she desperately wanted to be a part of it all. She’d worked hard to be included, to help make a difference. Yes, the hands-on work of the past two nights had been enormously satisfying, but meant little in the scheme of her life’s plans.
A noise outside made her bolt upright. The steady rhythm of trotting hooves came from beyond the warped door, the sound somewhat distant, as if the horse and rider were still on the street. She held her breath, listening to the whinny of the horses, apparently alert to the newcomer.
The fall of the hooves grew louder and she knew the rider had entered the livery. It had to be Sam. Right? But it didn’t, of course. The person could be a customer. Or the sheriff. She stayed totally still, clenching her teeth and listening.
She thought she heard the rasp of saddle leather, then a soft light entered the room past the ill-fitting door. A dozen possible threats flitted through her mind before she was calmed by Sam’s low, rumbling voice as he talked to the horses.
Unclenching her teeth, she breathed with relief. Only briefly did she consider opening the door, and then she lowered herself back down, adjusted the makeshift pillow under her head and closed her eyes. She was so tired and now she could sleep. She felt safe. Sam was back.
 
HE TRIED NOT TO MAKE too much noise. The last thing he needed was her yappin’ at him. But the horses had gotten excited, Diablo had hurt his left hind leg and it took Sam a few minutes to get everyone settled down. He eyed the door, hoping like hell she was on the other side. The notion that Doc could’ve gotten drunk instead of bringing back her dinner had bothered Sam some. Left on her own, the hardheaded woman was likely to have gone poking around the Golden Slipper and jeopardized herself.
Sam cursed under his breath. She was something, all right. But he wasn’t obliged to keep her out of jail or away from a whore’s life. He appreciated what she did to help Doc, but there was a limit to how much a man could take. And Sam couldn’t bear her thinking he was something he wasn’t.
Since sunset the air had cooled down more than usual. He stirred the ashes in the stove and threw on another log before laying out his bedroll. His belly growled when he saw the covered plate of food. Three hours had passed since he’d eaten a piece of dried beef.
The warmth from the stove had kept the meat and potatoes from getting too cold, and he sat with the plate on his lap and ate steadily until only the corn remained. That was something he didn’t much care for, but it wasn’t his habit to waste food, so he forced down most of the yellow kernels before washing his plate and fork.
She thought he was a good man. Damn crazy woman. Where the hell had she gotten such a faulty notion? She didn’t know him. Didn’t know the evil he’d done. Against his will, his mind kept going back to the earnestness in her shining green eyes before he’d left. Hell. Her wanting him to be good didn’t make it so. Never would. He’d killed and maimed, and nothing could change the past.
Over the years the images and sounds had dimmed a touch. Some days, especially when he was busy helping Doc, Sam could almost forget about the kind of animal he was. The wails in the night lessened, as did the image of blood and guts exploding across the forever changed landscape. The fading of memories had been his only saving grace. He didn’t need her forcing him to relive what he couldn’t undo.
Feeling guilty about riding Diablo so hard, Sam checked on him before pulling off his boots and putting out the lantern. Then he hunkered down in his bedroll and did something he never did, even though God didn’t want to hear from the likes of him. He prayed. For all he was worth, Sam prayed for numbing sleep.
 
BLACK SMOKE ROSE ABOVE the collapsed buildings and the burned and mangled corpses littering the street. The air was so thick Sam couldn’t catch his breath. With all the smothering smoke he couldn’t see Jake. Where was his friend? He’d been standing beside him a moment ago. Was he dead?
Sam’s hand closed tightly around the butt of his rifle as fear choked the last of the air from his lungs. He tried to call out for Jake, but then gagged and sputtered until the sickness rolling in his belly forced its way up to his throat. He bent over and retched. After he’d emptied his belly, he retched again.
Behind him someone pleaded for mercy. Sam spun around. An older, portly man, bloodied and broken, lay in the street with an outstretched hand. Spittle caked the corners of his mouth, and his thinning hair was plastered to his forehead by the same blood and sweat that stained his nightshirt.
No one knew the gang was riding in. They’d surprised the town in the middle of the night. The townsmen hadn’t had time to arm themselves. The women peeked out from behind pretty curtains, their eyes wide with shock. By now the screaming and wailing and gunfire had mostly died down, but the ugly sounds still echoed in his head.
Sam’s vision blurred and he blinked, swiping at his eyes. His face was wet. His gaze flew to his hands, checking for blood. He stared down at his damp, colorless fingers. And then furiously wiped at the tears on his cheeks before the other men witnessed the humiliation.
“Please,” the man on the ground whispered, his voice reedy as he stared up with defeat in his eyes. “If you have any decency left—”
Angry, Sam glared at him and raised his rifle, aiming the barrel at the man’s head. He’d seen Sam’s tears. The bastard thought him weak. But who had the gun? Who had the power in his hands?
The man sighed, his bleak eyes drifting closed as he drew in his arm, a small, grateful smile quivering at the corners of his bloody mouth.
Sam’s gut tightened. He lowered the rifle, staring feverishly, his whole body beginning to tremble. The man wasn’t asking to be saved. He knew he wouldn’t survive, and wanted to be spared a long painful death.
He wanted Sam to kill him.
Sam couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. Could scarcely look at the man’s twisted body. The putrid smell of death burned his nostrils, took the starch out of his knees. Desperate panic gripped his insides until he thought he’d retch again.
Goddamn it. Where was Jake? They had to get out of here. Run as far as their legs would carry them. Before Captain Quantrill and the rest of the men knew they’d gone. This wasn’t about the war anymore….
“Son?”
Sam looked back down at the man, the pallor of death already having staked its claim.
“Please, son,” the man begged. “Show mercy.”
Sam blinked back the threat of new tears, and slowly raised his rifle. He aimed at the spot right between the man’s eyes. And pulled the trigger.
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REESE AWOKE with a start. She sat up and stared into the darkness. It was still night. No early morning sunlight seeped into the room. So what had awakened her? Had there been a noise?
As the fuzziness of sleep started to clear from her brain, she thought she heard something. She stayed still and quiet, her ears straining toward the door. An anguished groan had her throwing off the handmade quilt and finding the hard floor. Without the help of a lantern, she fumbled for the knob and then used all her strength to pull the stubborn door open.
The livery was dark but for a soft orange glow coming from the stove. She took a tentative step, and seeing movement, froze. The large heap near the fire moved again. She breathed with relief when she realized it was Sam. Was that where he slept since he’d given her his cot? Had he made that awful noise?
Her answer came in a strangled cry that made her skin crawl. He must have woken himself, for he abruptly sat up, his head turning in her direction.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“I don’t know. I heard a noise…You must have been having a nightmare.”
He hung his head and exhaled loudly.
“Are you all right?” She moved closer.
“Go back to bed,” he said without looking up.
“What’s wrong, Sam?”
He didn’t answer.
“Was it a nightmare?”
“Leave.” He ground out the single word in a harsh voice that should have sent her scurrying back to the room.
Instead, she crouched beside him and put a soothing hand on his forearm. His skin was hot and clammy, and he snatched his arm away.
She got back up and went to the room for a washrag, which she dipped into the bowl of water sitting on the three-legged stool. When she returned, he looked up at her and muttered a curse. Ignoring him, she lowered herself and sat back on her haunches. With the cool damp cloth, she stroked the back of his feverish neck.
He jerked at her touch and grabbed her wrist, his hand tightening painfully. The dying fire cast ominous shadows across his face, distorting his features. “I don’t want you here.”
She swallowed around the lump that had lodged in her throat. “Tough.”
He glared at her for nearly a minute before abruptly releasing her.
Reese resisted the urge to rub the skin around her wrist. It smarted from his punishing grip, and she wouldn’t be surprised if she found bruises later. Tentatively, she returned the cloth to the back of his neck, mentally prepared for another outburst. But he only heaved a sigh of disgust and shook his head.
She let the silence stretch and then asked, “Is this where you’ve been sleeping the past two nights?”
He gave a curt nod.
She winced at her own selfishness, having given no thought to whether he’d had another bed. “I’m sorry for taking your cot. I’ll sleep out here from now on.”
He didn’t quite smile, but cocked an amused eyebrow at her.
“What? You don’t think I’m capable of roughing it?” Taking advantage of his softening mood, she moved the cloth to his forehead.
Scowling, he ducked his head. “Enough.”
She glared. “Who’s the doctor here?”
“I’m not sick.”
“Please, Sam, don’t push me away. I still don’t know what I did earlier that made you mad.”
He kicked away the bedroll. “You want coffee?”
“I want us to talk.”
He got to his feet with a show of temper. “Christ almighty, woman, don’t you know when to keep your mouth shut?”
“No.” She scrambled up after him.
He stood facing her, but the tension radiating from his body warned her of his simmering fury. She should have been frightened, and she was a little, although if she kept backing down he’d keep pushing her away.
He took a step toward her. “I know one method to shut you up.”
She lifted her chin. “Really?”
He made a sound of exasperation before grabbing her upper arms and roughly pulling her to him. He hesitated, as if giving her a chance to ward him off, and when she ignored it, he lowered his head and claimed her mouth.
The kiss wasn’t gentle. He angled his head and pressed hard against her lips, forcing past the seam with a hard thrust of his tongue. Obviously he was trying to frighten her, but achieved the opposite effect. She slid her arms around his neck and kissed him back, her tongue dueling with his, the sudden yearning for his touch burning deep in her belly. Her breasts ached with it, and the temptation to draw him back to the small room and strip him bare fueled an enthusiasm that caught her off guard.
He released her arms, and she briefly thought he might push her away. But he caught her at the waist, and then one hand slid around to the small of her back, urging her closer. She sighed into his mouth, and he pulled her even closer, until their bodies touched and her breasts were crushed against his muscled chest. She felt the buckle of his belt dig in just above her waist, while the hard length of his penis taunted her.
Heat surged through her body, so intense it was as if molten lava coursed through her veins. She craved the feel of his work-roughened hands on her sensitive breasts. She desperately wanted to stroke the silky steel of his shaft. When he ran his hand over the swell of her backside, she moved her hips against his erection.
He groaned, the guttural sound coming from deep in his throat. His plundering tongue turned so forceful she stumbled backward. He held her upright, slowing the kiss, and then abruptly released her. He moved back, breathing raggedly.
“Had enough?” he asked hoarsely.
“Not nearly.” She clutched his arm when it looked as if he was about to walk away. “Sam, please.”
“Go back to the room,” he ordered and she watched him turn away to adjust his fly. “Close the door. I won’t bother you.”
She half laughed, half sobbed. “Don’t you get it? I want you to bother me.”
He shook her arm free and went to stoke the dying fire. A flame licked up, illuminating the tortured expression on his face. “I’m not the man you think I am,” he said quietly. “Now go.”
“I know enough to respect and admire you.”
He let out a coarse laugh.
“I know that I want to do more than kiss you. I want to see you naked. I want you to touch my breasts.”
He jerked a look toward her, his eyes gleaming with baffled fascination.
She crouched beside him and laid a hand on his arm. “If that shocks you, I’m sorry. Women in the future are different than what you’re used to. We’re equal to men in every way, and we’re not considered whores for wanting the same things men want. In bed or out.”
He didn’t look convinced as he turned back to tending the fire.
“We have the same needs, and we aren’t ashamed to voice them. Sometimes we even tell a man what feels good and what we’d like him to do to us.”
The look of horror that crossed his face made her press her lips together to keep from laughing. “Sounds a mite dangerous,” he muttered.
“No, actually, it works out quite well for all parties.”
He gave her another sharp look, his gaze narrowing, probing. Maybe he thought she was teasing him. “Tell me what you like.”
She blinked, taken aback by his sudden interest. “Well,” she said, hedging, until she noticed the smirk tugging at his mouth. So he was calling her bluff? That was all the incentive she needed. “Let’s see….” She stared at the flames. “I like long slow kisses, lots of cuddling. I like my neck kissed right here.” She pointed to the spot below her ear, and then met his eyes. “Oh, and I like my nipples lightly bitten and my breasts suckled kind of hard.”
The smirk vanished from his face. He dropped the poker, got to his feet and wiped his palms on his Levi’s. Standing directly in front of her, he couldn’t hide the growing thickness behind his fly.
“I’m not done,” she said.
“You try a man’s patience.”
“Oops. Sorry. Didn’t mean to.” She grinned, and pushed herself up.
He helped her to a standing position, then tugged her hand, forcing her to take a step closer. “I’ve killed men. Many men,” he said flatly.
She sucked in a breath. His statement shouldn’t have shocked her, but it did a little. Though this was a different time, people played by different rules…Sometimes they had to kill to survive. “I’m sure you had good reasons.”
“Some of those men didn’t even need killing.” His face was hard, his voice emotionless.
She swallowed convulsively. “You don’t carry a gun,” she said lamely.
“The deeds were done long ago. Not carrying a gun now doesn’t change who I am.” One side of his mouth hiked up. “Still think I’m a good man?”
Her mouth was so dry she couldn’t speak. She could only stare at him, unwilling to believe the picture he tried to paint. Why was he doing this? Was he that eager to be rid of her?
Sam released her hand and hooked a finger under her chin, forcing it up. He waited until he’d captured her gaze, his eyes mocking, and then stroked the back of his fingers down her cheek. “You still want me to do those things to you?
She moistened her lips and slowly nodded. “Yes.”
First surprise, and then pain flickered in his face. He hastily withdrew his hand as if the touch had seared his skin. “Get out of here before I change my mind,” he whispered through gritted teeth, and turned sharply away.
“No.”
Slowly, he faced her again. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”
Reese started unfastening her blouse. “Bring a lantern,” she said, briefly meeting his watchful eyes, and then headed for the room.
Her heart raced with the enormity of what she was doing. How could she trust this man after what he’d just told her? She was by no means a stupid person. Not only did she have a high IQ, but she had the good fortune to possess common sense. After Sam’s admission, there wasn’t a single logical reason why she shouldn’t run and hide. Stay as far away from him as possible. Yes, she’d seen how admirably he’d assisted Doc, experienced his kindness firsthand, but she’d also witnessed that streak of hardness that hinted at his capacity for violence.
So why did every instinct tell her that she wasn’t wrong about Sam? He was a good man, in spite of what he claimed. He had no reason to lie, and every reason to hide the ugly truth. There was more to his story, she was certain of it. She wanted to hear it, too. But not now. She had other plans for him.
She undid the last button and shrugged out of the cotton blouse, shivering not so much from the cool air as from the idea that Sam would be joining her. That is, she hoped he would, and hadn’t gotten back on his horse and taken off again.
She glanced over her shoulder, suddenly uncertain. A light flickered, and she breathed with relief because he’d lit the lantern. She turned around to face the doorway while she unsnapped her skirt and stepped out of it. A moment later Sam appeared, his hair damp around his face, and she briefly lamented not having used the washbowl herself.
He carried the lantern into the room, his gaze staying on her as he set the light on the chest. “Last chance,” he said reluctantly.
She smiled in answer and reached around to unhook her bra. She let it fall away from her body, snatching it up before it hit the ground.
Sam’s lips parted slightly, desire burning so hot in his eyes that she felt a little light-headed. While he watched her, she cupped the weight of each breast and played with her already beaded nipples.
She heard his sharp intake of breath, and then he yanked the shirt from the waistband of his Levi’s. The garment didn’t have buttons going all the way down like modern ones. The buttons stopped midway, and he only unfastened the top two before pulling the shirt over his head and flinging it toward the door.
He had two scars, one near his right nipple, and the other a remnant from an older injury, a long, thin white line below his rib cage. His chest was well muscled, with just a smattering of hair, and his belly enviably flat. He undid his belt, pulled it free and dropped it where he stood. His boots were not so easily removed, and she smiled at his impatience as he jerked each one off with a grunt.
She quickly got rid of her own shoes, but left on the panties. Sam unsnapped his Levi’s, watching her with an intensity that could be warning or desire, she wasn’t sure which. She shivered and went to him, seeking his warmth. His hands stilled in the act of removing his jeans. She put her palms on his broad chest and then slid them up until her arms were looped around his neck and her bare breasts flattened against the hard muscle.
They both shuddered. He stroked his hands down her back, his palms rough and callused but surprisingly gentle. He cupped her bottom and drew her firmly against his erection. She moved her hips, just a little, just enough to show him she planned on full participation. He groaned quietly, and then, demonstrating what a good student he was, lowered his head and nuzzled the spot near her ear that she’d showed him.
She smiled at the slight tickle from his stubble and let her head loll back to offer her throat. His hot mouth glided over her skin, the damp heat from his tongue leaving its mark as he made his way to her collarbone.
“You’re so…beautiful,” he murmured, his warm, moist breath dancing across her sensitive flesh.
Reese brought her head up, and he abruptly claimed her mouth, his tongue immediately exploring. She kissed him back, hard and sure, leaving no doubt what she wanted. When his hand found her left breast, she arched into his palm, her craving for his touch driving her a bit mad. He lightly pinched her nipple, rolling the nub between his thumb and forefinger, as if testing the texture, before splaying his palm and cradling the full weight of her breast.
She wanted to see him, all of him, but she didn’t want him to stop the light, torturous kneading. Lowering her arms, she reached between them and finished unfastening his Levi’s. When he realized what she was doing, he moved back, giving her enough room to pull the denim down his hips.
His long underwear went down with his jeans, his hard and ready cock sprang forth, making her pulse race out of control. She paused in her mission, and then finished dragging the underwear and denim down his thighs, brushing the hard, silky tip with her lips as she forced the Levi’s to his ankles.
Sam sucked in a startled breath. Quickly, he rid himself of his clothes. Before he could take further action, she guided him to the cot and urged him to sit. His dark eyebrows dipped in confusion, and she kissed his forehead right there where the two drew together. He was so much taller than her, she’d already planned her strategy.
She stood between his spread thighs, plunging her fingers through his thick dark hair for balance while he slipped the red silk thong down her legs. It still amazed her how gentle he was, so much more than she’d expected. With one steadying hand at her waist, he held the panties for her to step out of.
He didn’t immediately cast the thong aside, but stopped to briefly study it with a bewildered look on his face.
She smiled. “Bet you never saw anything like that before.”
He slowly shook his head, and with far more reverence than he’d handled the other clothes, he set the scrap of silk beside him on the cot.
Reese laughed, the sound quickly dying when he took a nipple into his mouth. With a hand molded to each side of her waist, he ran his palms over the curve of her hips and then back up while his tongue flicked and rolled around her nipple. After a couple of repetitions, and giving her other nipple its due, he moved his hands to her breasts, pushing them together so that he could get both nipples in his mouth, suckling them so greedily that she could barely stand.
He must have felt her slight swaying, for he looked up at her, his eyes glazed, his lips damp. “I want you,” he said hoarsely. “I want to be inside you.”
She nodded numbly and let him urge her backward.
He got up, and she couldn’t stop staring at the sheer beauty of his smooth thick shaft, the crown already glistening with moisture. He lifted her chin and kissed her, his lips warm and firm against hers, and then he pulled the quilt to the foot of the cot. Her panties disappeared in the folds, and she had the crazy thought that she’d have to remember where to find them.
It almost felt as if she was standing behind a one-way glass, watching a movie scene being set. He rearranged the straw pillow, and then smoothed out the thin sheet covering the cot. She had no idea what he was planning. She doubted the cot could support their weight. Not that she cared. He could spread the sheet on the bare floor and she’d gladly follow him down.
He moved out of a shadow, and her breath caught when she saw the ugly, flat round scar near his right shoulder blade. A burn had left that mark. Almost as if someone had branded him. Was that how he’d paid for his sins? She didn’t want to think about his past right now. Or his future. At the reminder of the photograph of him propped up in the coffin, she shuddered.
He turned to her, his dark eyes troubled and probing. “I won’t force you.”
“No.” She gave him a tight smile. “I know. It’s not that.” She had to tell him what she knew. Just not right now. She put out her hand.
He took it, his hungry gaze running down her body before he hauled her up against him. He cupped her bottom and held her steady while he moved his lean hips. Her breath caught at the amount of heat his cock seemed to give off. She reached between them and wrapped her palm and fingers around his hot, swelling flesh. He pulsed in her hand, his breath hissing between his teeth.
Taking her by the shoulders, he led her cautiously backward until she felt the edge of the cot behind her legs. She understood his intention and lay down, looking up at him. He truly was a striking man in every way, from his intense brown eyes to the glistening manhood that inspired a hunger in her she’d never experienced before. She wouldn’t be patient much longer. If he didn’t—
He grabbed her calves just above the ankle and pushed her legs until they bent at the knee. She wasn’t shy about her body, but when he sat on the cot before her, she wasn’t quick to let her knees spread. He did it for her, prying her legs apart, his obvious impatience making him a little less gentle than he’d been before.
His eyes briefly met hers before his gaze homed in on the juncture of her thighs. He forced them farther apart, his nostrils flaring at what he saw. His gaze unwavering, he kissed the inside of one knee.
And then he put a finger inside her.
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REESE JUMPED at the invasion. She thought she’d been ready, but he’d surprised her. His hand stilled as he watched her, uncertainty in his eyes.
“It’s okay,” she whispered.
He didn’t seem convinced, and since she didn’t know what else to say, she thrust forward so that his finger went deeper. She closed her eyes at the delicious feel of him, moaning when he hit just the right spot. Her reaction apparently gave him confidence and he spread her nether lips, his eyes drinking their fill, before he circled the small nub and had her arching off the cot.
Slowly he withdrew his finger. “You’re not a virgin.” It was more a question than a statement, an odd dread in his tone.
She blinked, and held back a laugh. “No. It’s different in the future. Few women my age haven’t experimented sexually to some degree.”
He looked relieved. “You’re still tight.”
She did laugh then. “I haven’t exactly screwed an entire fleet.”
He frowned, and she caught on that he wouldn’t understand the word fleet. And then he touched her again, with just the right amount of pressure, bringing exquisite pleasure to her every nerve ending, and proving some things were timeless. With his free hand, he cupped her left breast and then, using the pad of his thumb, teased her nipple with a circular motion.
She didn’t know why, because she wanted him as much as he wanted her, maybe more, but she automatically clamped her thighs together. A ghost of a smile touched the corners of his mouth and he turned his hand, silently asking for better access. She immediately parted for him, and with his eyes still on her face, he kissed the inside of her bent knee.
Her need to feel him inside of her intensifying, Reese almost told him he could skip the taking it slow part, but she liked all of this, too. She liked the tender way this big strong man gazed at her, touched her as if she were a breakable porcelain doll. She hadn’t expected this treatment, although that was stupid, because she hadn’t really expected anything.
He’d told her he was a killer. That should have been enough to strike fear in her heart. But there was more to it. There had to be. She had good instincts about people. Besides, Sam had nightmares. He might have killed someone, but he had a conscience, he felt regret.
She moved her head so that she could see his hard, thick erection, but before she could touch him, he groaned, grabbed her ankles and straightened her legs. She let out a small shriek of surprise but he caught her mouth with his, silencing her, as he threw one leg over the cot and straddled her.
Her breasts heaved with excitement, nudging his chest, the warm, crisp hair there tickling, exciting her even more. He trailed his lips to her nipple, nibbling lightly, first one and then the other. His rigid sex lay hot on her belly, and she shifted with impatience.
He stopped to look at her, his gaze somber, his biceps trembling with restraint. “I don’t have any—I don’t want to make you pregnant,” he said in a husky voice.
“You don’t have to worry about that. It’s taken care of.”
He frowned slightly, his gaze going to her mouth.
“Another modern miracle.” She wasn’t about to explain about advances in birth control at this point. Instead, she lifted her hips so that she rubbed the base of his cock, and watched as his restraint shattered.
The gentleness disappeared from his face, and she didn’t mind at all when Sam roughly pried her thighs far enough apart to allow him entry. He guided himself to the soft folds, probing until the broad head of his penis gained a stronghold. His eyes closed briefly, his neck corded with his clear attempt at control. His hard, muscular thighs kept hers spread, and even if she’d wanted to she couldn’t stop the slow hot penetration.
Trying to ease the coiling tension low in her belly, she clutched his muscled shoulders, her nails digging into his skin. But he didn’t seem to notice. He pushed in another inch and then gazed down at her through dazed eyes before squeezing in a little more. He was trying to let her get used to him, she realized with a sudden giddiness.
Reassuring him that the fit was perfect, she rocked her hips, clenching her muscles around him as he pushed into her. He needed no more encouragement. He thrust back, so deep, so hard that a cry breached her lips before she could stifle it. She moved with him to let him know it was okay, and to get him to ignore the uncontrollable tears seeping from her eyes down to her hairline.
With his head thrown back, his shoulder muscles bunching, his body gleaming, he looked savage as he pumped into her with a steady forceful rhythm that pulled her to the brink of mindlessness. She reached down to touch herself, but he slid his hand beneath hers and unerringly found the pleasure spot. He’d barely begun to work his magic when the first spasm hit. It shocked Reese, and her whole body convulsed with the intensity.
Relentlessly, the waves came, until she had to bite her hand to keep from screaming and waking half the town. He came at the same time, his pounding rhythm turning frenzied when she met his every thrust. He moaned loudly, and then arched his back with a final plunge that left them both trembling.
He withdrew slowly, his glazed eyes finding hers, his hands molding her breasts before smoothing down the side of her ribs and over her hips. He almost smiled, but then leaned back and pushed away from her. She started to protest, until she recognized it had to be uncomfortable for him on the narrow cot.
She watched, praying he wouldn’t simply walk out of the room. When it looked as if that’s exactly what he planned on doing, she lifted herself on one elbow. “Sam?”
He picked up his Levi’s and looked at her.
“Don’t go.”
He shifted uneasily. “You need sleep.”
“So do you. We’ll sleep together.”
He scrubbed at his face. His Levi’s blocked the important stuff, but he had a damn fine chest, and she felt another tingle of arousal.
She slipped off the cot before he used it as the obvious argument for not staying. Although the way his gaze slid down her nude body, as if he could devour her in seconds, she figured he might be too single-minded to think that far ahead. But she wasn’t taking any chances.
She slid her arms around his waist, went up on tiptoe and let the friction of her sensitive breasts against his chest do the convincing. He lowered his head, and she pressed her lips to his, opening for him when he probed her mouth with his tongue. She kept the kiss short, though, and then said, “I’ll be right back.”
“Reese.” His scandalized voice stopped her before she’d even touched the doorknob.
“I’ll be right back,” she repeated. “I promise.” And then she yanked open the door, shivering because it was cooler out in the open livery.
The fire was almost dead, most of the light gone, but she found the bedroll. She should have known. Before she managed to grab a decent hold, he was there beside her, draping the handmade quilt over her shoulders.
She smiled, though he doubted he could tell in the darkness. “I wouldn’t have come out here if I thought anyone would see me.”
“Go back inside.”
She started to protest, but then saw him crouch down and roll up the bedding. Sighing, she led the way back. For goodness sakes, she should have just asked him to get it in the first place. She was so used to doing what needed to be done herself.
He dropped the bedroll on the floor, and she shoved the door shut, wishing it had a lock on it. She let the quilt fall from her shoulders, draped it over her arm and turned back to Sam. He stared at her as if he had no idea what to do next.
 
HE’D NEVER BEDDED A LADY before. When a man got done with a whore, he left. He didn’t make idle talk, or lie with her beyond the act of coupling. He sure as hell didn’t sleep next to her. But Reese wanted him to stay. Might be that was one of the differences between a whore and a lady. Bold as she was, Reese was still the latter. From her petal-soft skin to the sweet scent of her hair.
Just looking at her perfect pale breasts, he started getting hard again. If he stayed in this room, they wouldn’t sleep. That was one thing he was sure of.
“Sun’s coming up soon,” he said. “Reckon I should go tend the horses.”
“No.” She tossed the quilt on the cot and went to him. “The sun won’t be up for a couple of hours.” She slid her arms around his waist and pressed her cheek tightly against his chest. In his hand, the thick denim of his Levi’s stood between them, separating their bodies. If she felt his hardened cock, she might reconsider. He tossed the Levi’s aside.
She shivered and moved snugly against him, allowing his erection to nudge her belly. His arms automatically went around her.
“You sleep on the cot,” he said, his throat so dry he didn’t recognize his own voice.
“No.” She pulled away and glanced at his bedroll. “There’s room for both of us.”
“The ground is hard.”
She shot a look at his manhood, opened her mouth to say something, and then just smiled. She sat on the bedroll by crossing her ankles and gracefully lowering herself. As her knees opened, his breath caught at the sight of her. The soft blond curls hid most of her secrets, but he knew what was there, and that was enough for sweat to break out on his brow.
“I forgot the quilt,” she said, her gaze going to his midsection.
His cock twitched. He grabbed the coverlet and lowered himself beside her as she stretched out. If she thought he could keep his hands off her, she was sorely mistaken. Lying on his side, he braced his head with one hand, and with the other, traced the line where the skin around her nipples met the golden tone of her belly.
“Sun has touched you here,” he said, lightly dragging his fingers over the velvety softness. He didn’t understand how she could remain so soft after having been marked like this. The sun made his own skin rough and leathery. Who could have forced this on her? Why? “What happened?”
She glanced down and smiled. “Nothing happened. In my time it’s considered attractive to be tanned. Not too much, or it’s bad for your skin, but lots of men and women like to have a little—” She gasped when he rolled his thumb over her nipple.
He smiled in turn, and put his mouth on her. She closed her eyes as he suckled her, relaxing back against the bedroll. He wished he could take her to the hotel. She deserved a proper bed. But the risk was too great.
He hadn’t seen her move, but he jerked at the feel of her small hand wrapping around his cock. She started at the base and knew just how much pressure to use as she stroked up to the tip. Surprised at how hard and ready he was, he leaned back, fighting for control over his body. She used the space he gave her to pump him slowly until the pressure was too great to ignore.
Ah, hell. He’d told himself he’d go slow this time. His restraint slipping, he urged her to turn on her side, and quickly entered her from behind. She was ready for him, hot and slick and tighter than a glove. He closed his eyes and sank deeper into her, regretful that his mouth couldn’t catch her sweet whimper.
She moved against him, her smooth firm buttocks rubbing his belly as she drove him to madness. He curled an arm around her slim waist and cupped one of her taut round breasts. It took only moments for him to explode. He groaned loudly as he emptied his seed into her, with so much fierceness that he shuddered violently.
She had to be a witch. No woman had ever made him feel like this before.
She quivered in his arms and slumped against him. He couldn’t stop touching her tight budded nipple. She moved her head, and he kissed the side of her neck as he slipped out of her. She made a soft mewing sound and wiggled her buttocks into the crook of his thighs, as if seeking comfort he didn’t know how to provide.
“Good night, Sam,” she whispered, laying her arm over his, tugging it more snugly around her.
He tensed, not sure what to do, or if he wanted to stay here like this. But she was so delicate and supple in the circle of his arms, her sweet feminine scent pulling at him until his brain was too muddled to form a sensible thought. Inhaling deeply, he relaxed, and felt the gentle rise and fall of her bare bosom against his arm.
His chest tightened in an unfamiliar way. Here she was, snuggled up to him, bare as the day she was born, and strangely, it wasn’t desire that stirred in his loins. The sudden protectiveness he felt toward her shocked him. He had no experience with the feeling. Sure, he’d been looking out for Doc and all, for some time, too, but this was different.
Was this what being married felt like? He’d never given thought to it before. That he had now sent an uneasy feeling through his gut. He wasn’t the marrying kind, and even if he was, no decent woman would have him. He could never provide a wife with a respectable life. For him, survival meant sticking to the shadows, forgoing the town picnics and dances and all the polite socials a woman needed.
He listened to Reese’s quiet, even breathing, unsettled that she’d fallen asleep in his arms. With a dawning amazement, he realized she trusted him. She trusted that she’d be safe, that he’d protect her.
That he wouldn’t hurt her.
Warmth flooded his chest, and for a second he didn’t think he could breathe. Other than Doc and Jake, had anyone ever trusted him so completely? Panic gripped him. He shifted so that they weren’t so close. The little fool thought he was a good man. She couldn’t be more wrong.
She was like silk, and willing, and she’d given him much-needed relief, but he’d be the bigger fool if he reckoned she could mean anything more than that. Bad enough that since she’d come the nightmares had returned, after months of quiet sleep. She caused them to return, he thought with sudden clarity. All her crazy talk about him being a good man.
His thoughts went to Jake, to that black day when everything had gone to hell. Satan himself had come to call that night in Lawrence, Kansas, and Sam had traded his soul, not knowing it was for the promise of eternal damnation. He should’ve been the one to die. Not all those innocent men who’d had the bad fortune to possess what Captain William C. Quantrill coveted. But Sam had been a coward.
Reese sighed in her sleep, squirming until her buttocks were once again flush against his privates. The temptation to take what she offered held him frozen for another minute. And then he came to his senses, and slowly moved far enough back that he could roll over without disturbing her.
He got to his feet and found his Levi’s, drawers and shirt. He didn’t dare stop to get dressed, but quietly carried his clothes out of the room. Once he was on the other side of the door, he inhaled deeply. Today he’d help her get the hell out of here. And then maybe the nightmares would stop again.
 
REESE FLOPPED ONTO her back and rubbed her sore hip. As bad as the cot was, the hard ground had been miserable. Sam was gone, which didn’t surprise her, because the sun was already up. She yawned and stretched, and then pulled the quilt up to her chin. She was tired enough to sleep another few hours, but she didn’t dare. Especially not lying here naked like this, with only that sad excuse for a door between her and whoever happened by the livery. But then again, maybe she could tempt Sam into crawling back under the quilt with her.
Her belly and breasts got tingly as she thought about last night. She never would’ve guessed he could be so tender. A couple of times he’d lost it and got a tad rough, but not enough to frighten her. And he hadn’t been at all selfish. In fact, in the few relationships she’d had, she couldn’t remember feeling more sated. He knew just how much pressure to use, just how deep to kiss her, as if they’d been perfecting their play for years. It was kind of scary, mostly because she felt she knew Sam better than she really did.
She thought she heard something, and listened for a moment. It was Sam, she was pretty sure, feeding the wood stove. Slowly, she raised herself to a sitting position, surprised at the aches that had nothing to do with the hard ground. Had it been that long since she’d been with a man? She remembered it had been quite a while. Medical school and her residency rotation hadn’t afforded much opportunity to nurture a relationship.
Besides, she hadn’t met anyone interesting in a long time. Certainly no one like Sam. And, gee, she only had to travel a hundred thirty years back in time to meet him. She squeezed her eyes shut at the reminder. She had to get back home. And once she did, she’d never see Sam again.
Her eyes flew open and the air seemed to whoosh from her lungs like a punctured balloon. Her hand shook as she threw back the quilt and got up. Why this reaction, she didn’t know, because that wasn’t new information. Sam lived here, now. She lived in the future. That wasn’t going to change.
But had she? No, of course not. Panic edged close to reason. The intimacy they’d shared was interfering with her logic. She had responsibilities, family, work obligations. Her decisions involved far more than just herself. She totally understood that.
Damn it. How could she have been so stupid as to make love with him?
So, it was simply afterglow, she told herself, as she sorted through Martha’s blouses. Reese found a dark blue one made of light wool, a little too thick for the warmth of the afternoon, but she’d be going braless today. Had she been thinking clearly last night, she would’ve washed her underwear before she went to bed, so it would be dry by now.
But obviously, she hadn’t given much thought to anything. Yes, the sex had been great. The best she’d ever had. But that’s all it was. Sex. A haven of comfort in the swirl of uncertainty. She’d felt safe in Sam’s arms, protected. But nothing had changed between them. Nothing could.
She slipped on the blouse and buttoned it before splashing her face with water Sam had left in the bowl. After she was done, she divided the remaining water between the bowl and the basin and added soap flakes to the former. Then she scrubbed her bra and panties until her knuckles were as red as the expensive silk. Never again would she take her washing machine for granted, she thought as she rinsed her things in the basin. She didn’t know how people here had enough time to do everything.
The selection of skirts was slim. Thinking longingly about her huge walk-in closet full of designer clothes, Reese winced and settled on a skirt that was a shade darker blue than the blouse. A hideous match to be sure, but she wouldn’t get anywhere being picky.
She had a lot to do today. She’d promised Doc she would review some of the procedures she’d described to him, so that he could write them down. She pulled on the skirt and sat at the edge of the cot to slip on her shoes. Belatedly, she noted she should have washed her socks, too. Ladies’ stockings would be easier, so maybe she’d ask Sam to pick up a pair at the general store.
The idea of asking him to do something so personal for her brought her up short. She was just being silly, and that wasn’t like her at all. She stood, adjusted the skirt and ran her fingers through her hair. She moved to the door and hesitated, surprised that she was nervous about seeing Sam. In that moment, through the wooden panel, she heard Hastings Barnett announce himself.
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“GOOD MORNIN’ TO YOU, Mr. Keegan,” Hastings Barnett said in his distinct East Coast accent. “I’ve come to collect Goliath.”
Listening at the door, Reese felt her heart beat wildly. If the man left Deadwood, the threat to Sam would be gone. At least that line of thinking seemed reasonable. Not that there’d been any logic to the past three days.
“He’s a fine animal,” Sam replied. “Looks as if he’s got some Arabian.”
“Perhaps. I won him in a game of draw poker from a Texas rancher.” Hastings Barnett laughed. “Lucky for me, those boys down South like their cards and whiskey. Ever been to Texas, Mr. Keegan?”
“I spent some time there,” Sam said slowly, almost reluctantly. “I’ll add up your bill.”
She fisted her hands to keep from trembling. She wanted Barnett gone. Now. Back to wherever it was he came from. As long as he was faraway from Sam.
“Happy to pay up, Keegan, but you misunderstand. I have business at the mine today. I’m bringing Goliath back this afternoon.”
Reese groaned with despair. She clamped a hand over her mouth, but it was too late, judging by the men’s abrupt silence. They made no more small talk, and soon she heard Goliath trotting out of the livery, obviously carrying his owner. Even when she thought it must be safe to leave the room she waited for Sam’s knock, which seemed to take forever.
She pulled the door open, stunned at the sudden wave of shyness that swept over her when she saw him. He wore his usual Levi’s and a tan shirt, and his long, dark, wavy hair was the same. Still, today he looked different. Taller. Broader. More heart-stoppingly handsome.
“Hi,” she said, her voice barely audible. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Good morning.”
He nodded, his gaze flickering to her breasts.
The thickness of the wool fabric didn’t seem to matter. Her puckered nipples strained against the blouse, making it obvious she wore no bra. “I had to wash my underwear,” she murmured.
“There’s coffee and biscuits,” he said brusquely, looking away. “Doc came looking for you.”
“Does he have a patient?”
“Nope. Said you were gonna meet up with him today.” He pulled a pair of gloves out of his back pocket.
“Oh. Right. I told him I’d go over some of the procedures we discussed at dinner.”
An odd stab of disappointment unsettled her. She’d actually gotten excited over the idea of having a patient to tend.
That was pathetic.
And Sam clearly wasn’t himself. Did he regret last night? She hoped not. She wanted to kiss him and feel his arms around her. “Do you have time to sit with me and have some coffee?”
He stared at her as if she’d just spoken a different language. “I have chores to do.”
“I know.” She walked closer to him.
He purposely pulled on a glove. “I got a late start.”
“Sam, we should talk.”
“I reckon you want me to go back to the Golden Slipper,” he said, studying the fit of the glove.
She stopped, totally dumbstruck that she’d barely given a thought to what should be done about getting home. Yet that’s exactly what she should have been doing since she opened her eyes this morning—figuring a way to get into the Golden Slipper undetected. If Margaret was a Winslow, as revolting as the idea was, the answer undoubtedly had to be there in the brothel.
“I need to go to the Golden Slipper.”
Sam’s face darkened. “No.”
“I have no choice.”
He angrily pulled on his other glove. “Reckon I can’t stop you, but if the sheriff catches you, I can’t help you, either.”
She bit her lower lip. The problem was, he’d try. She knew it even if he claimed otherwise, and that could get him hurt. “What else can I do?”
“You could stay,” he said, so quietly she almost didn’t hear him.
And then she briefly doubted her own ears when he strolled to the corner under the loft steps where he kept his tools, and picked up a shovel and a bucket.
“That’s not possible,” she replied.
“You can work with Doc. He’ll tell the sheriff the same story I did about you being an old friend of his.”
“What about Margaret?” Reese clasped her hands tightly together and pressed them against her midsection. The question was obviously moot, but that he’d even considered the possibility of her staying inspired an inexplicable longing inside her.
Without looking at her, he shrugged a shoulder. “Reckon she’d give up after a spell. Might be that the next stage will bring the whore she’d been expecting.”
Reese frowned. She’d never get used to the casual use of the term whore. Not if she stayed for the next fifty years. The fleeting thought made her a little queasy. It meant nothing, but even if she’d be stupid enough to want to stay, she had too many responsibilities back home. She couldn’t have a brighter future ahead of her if she’d designed it herself.
Only twenty-nine and she was already considered part of the medical elite. She’d studied and worked with leading physicians in every field. A month ago, after finishing her residency, she’d been asked to…
Holy crap.
She swallowed convulsively. The names of several prominent doctors swam through her head, two of whom had actually mentored her. Learned physicians so brilliant that they’d earned their places in medical textbooks for eternity. She’d voraciously studied their practices. She’d worshiped at their altar. They’d discovered cures, published a myriad of breakthrough findings and made it possible for students like herself to carry the torch into the next frontier of medicine.
If she proved worthy.
The words vibrated in her head.
What had she proved so far? That she was attractive, thanks to luck and good genes, but to no credit of her own. That she was well-spoken and polished, thanks to the pricey prep schools she’d attended. Sure, her grades and recommendations had been impeccable, yet she’d tied for second in her class. Other med school graduates were equally qualified, if not more.
How had she forgotten basic humility? How had she gotten so full of herself that she assumed she deserved a spot beside those remarkable men and women who’d put years in and gained experience in medicine? Because she was the famous Brad and Linea Winslow’s daughter?
The idea sickened her. Shame burrowed deep into her heart and soul. She could barely keep her head up.
“Reese?” Sam had come to stand in front of her, his work-roughened palms running down her arms, worry drawing his brows together. “Are you all right?”
She hadn’t seen or heard him move. “I’m fine.”
With a gentle hand, he lifted her chin and looked deeply into her eyes. “You’re pale.”
The concern she saw in his gaze touched her. No one ever worried about her. Why would they? Everyone thought she had it all. Other than Ellie, who had ever wanted to slay dragons for her?
She forced a smile, and shrugged. Sam thought she was this great doctor who performed small miracles. She couldn’t tell him she was a fraud. “I guess I miss home.”
For a second, regret flickered in his eyes, and then his expression went flat. He lowered his hand, nodded. And resumed his work.
 
SAM FINISHED REPAIRING the wagon, satisfied that it was in good enough condition that he could start renting it out again. Occasionally, men brought their womenfolk on the stage, and when they did, Sam got a decent price for the one buggy and wagon he kept in the back. Good thing no one had come asking for them. He should’ve had the wagon finished three days ago. But since Reese had shown up, most of his chores had gone to hell.
He pulled off his gloves, got a cup of coffee and stood at the entrance of the livery, gazing toward Doc’s office. She’d been gone all afternoon, which was helpful for him getting his work done. As far as Sam knew, Doc had stayed sober, and that alone was as good as a body could hope for. Though damned if Sam hadn’t missed her.
The boom of distant thunder made him look up at the blue sky. It was still clear in town, but dark gray clouds bunched over the mountains. They needed the rain. Everybody but the miners would welcome a drenching. Sam just hoped his roof held up. He’d been meaning to get up there and fix it, but it seemed there was always something else that needed doing.
And if he was to be completely truthful, deep down, he was beginning to wonder if his time in Deadwood might be coming to an end. One way or the other a conclusion was drawing near, whether at the end of a noose or on a trail back down to New Mexico or Texas.
The steady increase in travelers that came through town had been making him uneasy. Doc and the success of the livery had kept him rooted this long. Maybe too long. Sam was getting soft. Letting his thinking run crazy. He hadn’t wanted to hear talk of Reese leaving. As if he had anything to offer her.
Hell.
He drained his coffee, and cast another glance toward Doc’s place. The sun would be down in two hours and he hadn’t given a thought to making supper. That was another bad thing about having a woman around; he couldn’t just eat beans out of a can when he wanted. Tomorrow he’d see if she could find her way around a stove.
“Howdy, Sam.”
He jerked, caught off guard by the deputy’s voice, his hand instinctively going for a gun he never wore anymore. He relaxed his arm and shifted position to face the short, slim man. It angered him to no end that he hadn’t heard the deputy coming. More proof he was getting too damn soft.
“Didn’t mean to sneak up on ya.” Lester grinned, his small black eyes glinting with meanness before he turned and spit.
“What are you doing down this way?” Sam asked the question, though he already knew that the sheriff must have sent him to poke around. Ames didn’t like Sam, despite the fact he had never given the lawman reason.
Lester used his shirtsleeve to wipe his mouth. Most days he was too lazy to mount a horse, much less walk this far on his own accord, which made a person wonder how the man had ended up so bowlegged. He liked to stick near the saloons, especially the Silver Nugget, and when there was trouble, Lester took on the men too drunk to aim. Everybody in town knew the coward was a back-shooter, but the story was that he and the sheriff had been friends since they were boys, so no one said a word against him.
“Still looking for that runaway whore.” Lester strolled past him to have a glimpse inside the livery. His steely gaze swept the row of stalls. “I heard a woman’s been fixing up some of the boys from the mines.”
Sam shot a glance toward Doc’s office. He hoped she had the good sense to look out before she crossed the street. But if Lester walked too far into the livery, she might not see him till it was too late. “What does she have to do with Margaret’s whore?”
Lester stopped at the last stall, where Sam kept his horse. “Heard she was a looker. You wouldn’t be hiding her, keeping her for yourself, would you, Sam?” He snorted at his own joke, the irritating sound spooking Diablo. The horse tossed his head and pushed his powerful body against the stall door. Lester jumped.
Sam smiled. “The whore or the lady doctor?”
The deputy gave him a sour look before jerking his head toward the back room. “What’s in there?”
Sam slowly walked toward the stove, every muscle in his body tensed. Martha’s clothes were stacked in the box, but was the box tucked away? And what about his bedroll. “It’s where I sleep. You want coffee?”
“Got anything stronger?”
“Nope.” He picked up the kettle, poured more brew into his cup and then lifted the kettle in Lester’s direction.
“Nah.” The deputy moved away from the room and closer to Sam. “Doc’s lady friend still here?”
Sam shrugged.
“The sheriff said you told him she left, but the stage driver don’t recall taking on a single lady passenger. Fact is, he don’t recall bringing one, neither.”
Sam calmly sipped his coffee. He should be standing at the entrance and keeping Lester out in the open, to warn Reese. If she showed up there’d be hard questions, and then the sheriff would eventually come calling. Sam hadn’t used his gun in a while, but good thing he kept it oiled and clean. “You been to Doc’s yet?”
“I don’t like going there. All those tonics he keeps…” Lester tried to hide a shudder with a loud cough that startled the horses. “It smells bad in that office,” he muttered, moving quickly toward the street.
Sam followed him, annoyed when Lester stopped at the entrance, loitering as if he was in no hurry to leave. “You and the sheriff’s got plenty to do. Doesn’t make any sense you’re worried about one whore.”
“Might as well be barkin’ at a knot, you ask me.” Lester shook his head. “It’s Margaret…she’s still yappin’ about that one, and you know how Sheriff Ames feels about—” The deputy stopped shooting his mouth off and scowled at Sam. “You see a strange woman, you come tell me or the sheriff.”
“I’ll be sure to do that.”
Lester lifted his hat off his head and slapped it against his thigh while giving a final look around. “Yep, keep hearin’ what a pretty thing she is. If we find her, I have a mind to take a poke at her myself.”
Sam clenched his left hand, itching to hammer it into the man’s slimy face. His other hand nearly crushed the tin cup he was holding. It took all his might to stay where he was, to keep his mouth shut, to let the deputy amble toward town. The notion of Reese lying with any other man filled him with a powerful fury that shocked him down to his boots. He’d never felt that deep burning jealousy over a woman. He didn’t like it.
Even when Lester disappeared into the crowd in front of the Silver Nugget, Sam still didn’t move. His jaw ached from being clenched and his temper hung by a shred. If Reese talked about sneaking into the Golden Slipper again, he’d surely throttle her. He thought about her smooth golden skin and her pretty pink nipples. About the surprising ripple of muscle along her thighs as she’d wrapped them around his waist.
Something wet dampened the front of his Levi’s. He looked down and saw the stream of coffee coming from the tilted cup, which he hastily righted.
Hell.
Even when the woman wasn’t around she strained his patience. He glared at Doc’s office door as if Reese herself was standing there. Right as rain, she’d end up bringing trouble, but God help him, he wanted her to stay.
He wanted her.
 
“I THOUGHT IT WAS GOING to rain today. Did you hear the thunder?” Reese asked over dinner, frustrated by Sam’s stubborn silence since she’d returned from Doc’s a couple of hours ago.
“Yep.”
“Think it still might?”
“Yep.”
“Too late for snow though, right?”
He nodded.
She groaned, and he looked blankly at her. “Is there a problem?” she asked.
His brows drew together. “Nope.”
That did it. No more trying to start a conversation. She was tired, anyway. Doc had had only one patient, a young boy with a nasty cut from a wire fence, which had required a few stitches. But that was all. Mostly they’d spent the day rehashing their previous night’s discussion of sterilization techniques, CPR and difficult births. He’d had dozens of questions and did a lot of writing in his black notebook, but he’d said nothing of Sam or Martha, and Reese hadn’t asked.
The whole afternoon he’d had only two glasses of whiskey. His eyes had stayed relatively clear, although without the whiskey his hands had been shaky. But he hadn’t needed help stitching the boy. In all, she’d been pleased, and had enjoyed the time they spent together.
While Sam checked the water he’d been heating, Reese gathered their dirty dinner dishes and the pot he’d used to make a stew. She’d surprised herself by eating two helpings of the savory beef and carrots, along with two biscuits. If she didn’t get some exercise soon, she was going to balloon up like a Macy’s Thanksgiving parade float.
Her gaze strayed to the seat of Sam’s worn jeans, and her pulse quickened as she thought of the kind of exercise she’d be getting in the next few hours. Oh, he might be giving her the silent treatment for whatever reason, but she’d seen the heated looks he’d sent her when he hadn’t thought she would notice. Even if he did try to resist a repeat of last night, it wouldn’t take much to make him see things her way.
She smiled at the thought and hummed while she scraped the plates and then measured out some soap flakes. Eyeing her with curiosity, he silently filled the small washbasin with water for the dishes, and then went back to heating more. She was about to ask what he was doing when he picked up the trough he used as a tub and carried it to the back room.
That was enough to send her pulse skittering, and she couldn’t seem to wash the dishes fast enough. She dried and put them away and then threw another log on the fire, while he made several trips with metal buckets of heated water. Using a rag so she wouldn’t burn her hand, she grabbed a remaining bucket, struggling not to spill any water because it was so much heavier than it looked, and joined him in the back room.
His bedroll had disappeared and disappointment churned in her stomach, but she reminded herself that room was needed for the tub. Still, she scanned the corners and behind the cot, hoping he’d stowed the bedroll nearby. He’d been acting oddly all evening and she couldn’t help but wonder if he really did regret last night.
He easily lifted the bucket from her hands and dumped the contents into the trough. The water level rose to the midpoint, still low enough for them to both get in and not overflow. The fit would be tight, probably not very comfortable at all, but she was willing to try.
She looked at Sam and found him staring at her.
He quickly picked up two empty buckets.
“Sam.” She touched his arm, stopping him halfway to the door. “Did I do something wrong?”
“No.” He sighed. “I better put more water on the fire.”
“That’s enough,” she said, casting a glance at the tub, mostly to avoid his eyes when she added, “With any more water and the both of us in there, it might overflow.”
“Reese.” He briefly closed his eyes, his anguished expression a complete mystery.
She withdrew her hand. “I don’t understand. I thought you—I’m sorry.”
He dropped the buckets and gripped her upper arms, his fingers digging into her flesh. “I’m not the man you think I am. Do you understand that?” When all she did was gaze back into his stormy eyes, he loosened his grip and his thumbs moved in a caress. “But I am a man,” he said his eyes going to her mouth. “Not unmoved by temptation.”
That’s all she needed to hear.
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REESE REACHED FOR HIS belt buckle, but Sam pushed her hands aside. She jerked her head up, her heart leaping to her throat. He cupped her face and kissed her gently on the mouth, and then kissed each closed eyelid, the tip of her nose and finally her chin. She stood frozen, instantly turned on as he went for the spot behind her ear, lingering there, before taking her earlobe between his teeth. It took a few moments for her to realize that he was unbuttoning her blouse.
He pushed the front of it open, exposing her bare breasts. Her nipples had already tightened to buds and he slowly circled them with his palms. She drew in a shaky breath and hooked her fingers into his waistband. He didn’t stop her this time when she toyed with the buckle. Or even when she freed his belt. He was too busy learning the shape of her breasts.
She wasn’t complaining. The way he wrapped his possessive hands around her flesh sent a shiver of anticipation racing down her spine. She couldn’t seem to unbutton his Levi’s fast enough, and he took the hint and pulled off his shirt. He worked on the hooks at the waistband of her skirt while she shrugged out of the blouse. In her enthusiasm to rid him of his trousers she’d forgotten about his boots, and chuckling, he sank back onto the cot before they both ended up on the hard ground.
Caught by surprise, she stared at him. “I don’t think I’ve heard you laugh before.”
He pulled off one boot, his mouth twisting wryly.
Upset that she may have ruined the mood, she crouched down and helped pull off his other one. “I like the sound. I like it when you smile, too.”
His unsnapped Levi’s rode low on his lean hips and her gaze followed the arrow of hair that disappeared behind his partially open fly. She moistened her lips, her breath quickening, and he reached for her, drawing her to her feet and settling her between his thighs.
As she stood before him, he reached around and ran his hand down her bare back to the curve of her bottom, then touched the tip of his tongue to her nipple. She clutched his shoulders for balance as he laved and swirled his tongue over the crown before drawing her hotly into his mouth. Her skirt hung loosely on her hips, and with one tug he sent the billowing fabric to a pool at her feet.
Hugging her closer, he groaned and buried his face in her breasts. She combed her fingers through his silky dark hair, arching against him and then stiffening when he lowered his mouth to the underside of her breast. She sucked in a breath when he trailed kisses lower, down the edge of her ribs, stopping to nibble the skin near her navel.
He brought his head up, his eyes glassy as he banded his arms tightly around her. “You’re so sweet,” he whispered, “so good,” as if he couldn’t quite believe it was so.
“The water is getting cold.” She moved back enough to grasp his hands, and then she pulled him to his feet.
Without another word, she tugged down his Levi’s. He quickly got rid of the trousers while she removed her running shoes. The more she eyed the tub the less she believed they’d both fit inside. It was definitely going to be interesting.
Before she could give it another thought, he scooped her up in his arms. She covered her mouth to stifle the surprised shriek she’d almost let out, and he smiled as he gently lowered her into the water. She hadn’t seen him drop any of the scented salts into the tub, but knew he’d done it because the pleasant fragrance drifted up to greet her. The water was still delightfully warm and she tilted her head back to soak her hair.
“Aren’t you going to join me?” she asked when he turned away.
He poured something into his hand and then rubbed his palms together as he positioned himself behind her.
“What are you doing?” She gripped the sides of the tub and twisted around.
He bent over and kissed her shoulder. “Face straight ahead.”
“Why?”
“Reese.”
She guessed what he was up to, couldn’t quite believe it, but happily did as he ordered. He cupped her head with his strong hands and gently massaged in the shampoo. She closed her eyes and sighed.
His hands stilled. “Am I doing it wrong?”
She bit her lower lip, enjoying his touch, knowing Sam had never done anything like this before. “Oh, no. You’re doing great. That was definitely a happy sigh.”
He continued the massage, sudsing and then rinsing, his hands tentative at times, making her smile. But when he slid his palms over her shoulders down to her chest, there was nothing uncertain about the way he cupped each breast. He took the soap and slid it down her belly and rubbed between her thighs. She squirmed, which only fueled his determination, and his fingers quickly found that sweet spot that drove her to the edge.
She squeezed her thighs together, wanting him to stop, wanting him to touch her forever. “Sam, join me.”
He broke contact, and then came around to the side and slipped his hands under her arms and lifted her out of the water. She started to giggle and he caught the sound with his mouth, kissing her deeply as she slid down his aroused body. As soon as she could stand on her own, she dried herself off while he rolled out the bedroll.
With a tenderness that brought a lump to her throat, he laid her down, making sure she was cushioned before lowering himself to his knees. He spread her thighs and kissed a path from the inside of her knee, only to stop tauntingly at the mound of curls. When she shifted impatiently she felt his smile against her skin. He used two fingers this time to enter her.
Instinctively, she tensed. He soothed her with whispered endearments and featherlike kisses along her inner thigh. Then he spread her nether lips and teased her with the tip of his tongue. She arched her spine and shifted her hips to the side, but he stayed with her, flicking his tongue over her clit until she didn’t think she could take any more. She grabbed at his hair, torn between pulling him closer and pushing him away.
“I want you inside me,” she whispered fiercely.
He slowed his pace, lulling her into a false sense of control before finding that magic spot that ignited a wildfire throughout her body. She came so hard she thought she’d shatter into a thousand pieces. Before she could recover from the explosion, he was poised over her, his arousal thick and ready, his hands cupping her bottom before he buried himself in her.
 
A STRANGLED CRY of pure anguish shattered the night’s silence. Reese sat up with a start. Momentarily disoriented, she peered into the darkness. Beside her, she felt Sam stir restlessly. He murmured a few words before releasing a horrible moan. Disturbed by the noise, the stabled horses whinnied.
“Sam. Wake up, Sam.” She shook his shoulder. “It’s okay. It’s just a bad dream.”
“No,” he bellowed, and bolted upright.
She shrunk from him, afraid that in his dazed state he might strike her. “Sam…” Tentatively, she touched his arm. “It’s Reese. You’re fine.”
He grabbed her hand and squeezed it so tightly she cried out. Immediately he let go of her, drawing his arm back as if he’d been seared by a hot skillet.
“It’s okay. You startled me, that’s all.” She laid her hand on his, and he turned it over until their palms met.
“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice hoarse and broken. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
She squeezed lightly to show him she was okay. “You must have had a nightmare.” It was too dark. She wished she could see his face.
He didn’t respond.
“Do you remember it?” she asked, and when he still didn’t answer, she prompted, “The nightmare. Do you remember what it was about?”
He pulled his hand away and drew the back of his arm across his forehead. Heat radiated from him. Just like last night, when she’d heard him moaning and had pressed a cool cloth to the back of his neck. If it wasn’t so dark, if she could see, she’d get another cool compress.
“I’m going to light the lantern,” she stated.
“No.” His hand shot out, restraining her.
“Okay.” She settled back down, his tension almost a tangible thing between them. “Will you tell me about it?”
Sam sighed with disgust and angled his body away from her.
She snuggled close, looped her arms around his broad shoulders and pressed her breasts against his back. He tensed even more, but she’d expected that. His skin was feverish and clammy, and she made up her mind that she wouldn’t allow him to push her away.
“Sam?”
“Go to sleep.”
“No.”
“Reese.”
“Sam,” she answered in a mocking voice.
He sighed again, slumping a little. “I don’t want to talk.”
“I know.”
Silence stretched, and then he turned to her, his hands finding and kneading her breasts. He kissed her, forcefully, and she let him, but only for a few moments. And then she moved her head back and said, “Nice try. But I won’t let you distract me.”
He lowered his hands with an air of defeat. “Can’t a man have some privacy?”
That stopped her. Although she wasn’t going to get anywhere by playing fair. “Are you saying you want me to leave?”
“No.” Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness and she saw him shake his head. “No.”
She cupped his face in her hands. “Please, Sam. Talk to me.”
He raked his fingers through his hair. “You don’t want to hear it.”
“I do.”
“Trust me on this.”
Frustrated, she shoved at him. “No, trust me.” Emotion swelled in her chest. Her voice shook slightly. “I’ve been at your mercy for nearly a week. Granted, at first I had little choice but to depend on you, but it’s different now. I made a decision to trust you. Can’t I have some in return?”
He grabbed one of her wrists and brought her hand to his lips. “You’ll hate me.” He spoke in a voice so low she had to strain to hear him.
“I won’t. I couldn’t.”
His laugh was harsh. “You will.”
“Think you know me that well, huh?”
He shook his head from side to side, and then as casually as if he’d stated his intention to go make coffee, he said, “I’m a killer.”
“You’ve mentioned that.” Her voice caught. She cleared her throat and lifted her chin. “Tell me something new.”
He snorted and looked away.
She knew he’d killed more than once. Had he been a hired killer? What had they called them…gunslingers? No, not Sam. “You must have had a good reason.” Even though she wasn’t about to let this go, she felt chilled suddenly and pulled the quilt up to her chest. “You know, to kill someone.”
“Is there ever a good reason to commit murder?”
Reese gasped before she could stop herself. Murder and killing were two very different things. She didn’t see Sam as a murderer. Or maybe she just didn’t want to. She swallowed hard. “Tell me what happened.”
“Why? Dead is dead,” he responded flatly.
“I don’t believe you murdered anyone.”
He started to get up.
She clutched his arm. “Don’t do this, Sam. I don’t care about your past. I know the kind of man you are now.”
“You don’t know anything,” he spat, the unfamiliar viciousness in his voice convincing her more than his words.
“Then tell me.”
“Jesus.” He shook away her hand.
“Help me to understand.”
“Leave it be,” he growled.
“I’ll ask Doc.”
Sam shifted toward her, so suddenly, she shrank back in fear. He jabbed a finger in the air. “You don’t speak of this to Doc.”
Good. Doc obviously hadn’t told him she’d already asked about Sam’s past. She tentatively laid a hand on his arm again. “Okay, that wasn’t fair to threaten you. But you aren’t being fair, either. You’ve shared nothing of yourself with me.”
“Why would I? Because I bedded you?” The deliberate contempt in his tone found its mark.
She refused to wince, and lifted her chin a little higher. “Yes.”
Sam sighed loudly. “Whores are simpler,” he muttered.
“That’s probably true. But I’m not a whore.”
He looked down for a moment, and then brought his head up and stared at her. “You don’t know what you’re asking.” He sounded less threatening, maybe even resigned.
“Oh, Sam.” She risked touching him again, scooting closer and rubbing his cold arm. “Nothing you can say will make me think less of you,” she promised, and prayed that was true. “Whatever wakes you in the middle of the night will just grow until it destroys you. Tell your story. Tell it again and again until it loses the power to hurt you.”
She waited for him to process her little speech, and when he stayed silent she took a deep breath and said, “I’ll go first. I’m about to tell you something that I should’ve told you before now, but I’ve been too much of a coward.” She paused, gathering her courage. “I saw a picture of you in a book a few minutes before I…” The whole idea of traveling through time still appalled her. She could barely utter the words. “Before I ended up here.”
“A picture?” He sounded confused, and she could see enough of his features to know he was frowning. At least she had his attention.
“A photograph.”
“I’ve never had my picture taken.”
She swallowed. This was the hard part. “It was some kind of history book about Deadwood. Sam, I don’t know how to say this.” Fear and an overwhelming sadness washed over her. “It was a picture of you propped up in a coffin. You’d been hanged for stealing a horse.”
He reared his head back. “Stealing a horse?”
She nodded.
“That’s a damn lie. I’d never take another man’s horse.”
She smiled in spite of herself. He’d admit he was a killer, but stealing a horse, well, that was over the top. “According to the caption, it was Hastings Barnett’s horse.”
Sam stayed quiet for a long time, probably trying to make sense of what she’d told him. Finally, he asked, “Goliath?”
“Mr. Barnett’s name was the only one mentioned. I assume it was Goliath.”
Sam laughed, a bitter sound that stoked the growing sorrow in her heart. “After all I’ve done…hanged for stealing a horse,” he murmured. “Well, like I said, dead is dead. That’s more than I deserve.”
The resignation in his voice infuriated her. Worse, it frightened her. “Why? You tell me why you think you deserve to die.”
He hung his head again. “It’s hard to explain to a woman. You don’t understand the brutality of war.”
She straightened. War? The Civil War? Had to be. Relief blossomed in her chest. Oh, why hadn’t she paid attention in history class? “Sam, you’re telling me you fought during the Civil War.”
He pushed a hand through his hair but said nothing.
“You can’t blame yourself for what you did as a soldier. War is horrible, but if you hadn’t killed, you would’ve been killed. Yes, it’s awful, but that’s the way it is.”
“It wasn’t just about the war. We did things—” He shuddered and jerked away from her. “Evil things.”
“Who’s we? You and Doc?”
He nodded haltingly. “And Jake. All of Captain Quantrill’s men. We never questioned him.”
“You were soldiers. You did as you were ordered.”
“We shot unarmed men.”
She didn’t pretend to understand the vagaries of war. “What side did you fight on?” she asked, curious suddenly.
“The Confederacy.”
She hadn’t expected that, but it was a different time, different morals, she reminded herself. “You fought for your beliefs.”
His laugh was terse. “What I did had nothing to do with my beliefs. Captain Quantrill was willing to hire us on. That’s all we cared about.”
“Yes, but—” And then a sudden thought struck her. “When was the war?” she asked, and he looked at her sharply. “How long ago?”
“It ended in ’65.” He paused. “I deserted two years earlier.”
“How old were you when you joined the army?”
“Thirteen.”
“Thirteen?” she repeated. “You were a child. What did your parents—”
“I didn’t know my ma. She died birthing me.” He shrugged. “Reckon my pa may still be alive, but I haven’t seen him for years.”
She ached for the little boy who had no place to go but to join a man’s army. “You can’t possibly blame yourself for something you did as a child.”
“I wasn’t a child.” His rebuke brimmed with self-loathing. “I was fifteen when we attacked Lawrence, Kansas. In the dead of night. Those men we killed weren’t soldiers. They had something Quantrill wanted and we went in and took it. We wore the uniform, but we were no better than murdering thieves.”
She tried to keep her voice steady. “Did you kill anyone?”
“One man,” he replied quietly, pain thick in his voice. “He was so torn up, half his leg gone, blood everywhere. He begged me to shoot him.”
She blinked back tears. That act of mercy hardly made Sam a murderer, but he wasn’t in the frame of mind to listen to reason. “Is that when you deserted?”
“Jake, Doc and I hightailed it out of there before sunup.”
“Did Captain Quantrill know? He could’ve assumed you were dead. In fact, he sounds more like an outlaw than an officer.”
“It wasn’t just Quantrill we had to hide from. The James brothers and Archie Clement, the whole lot of them loyal to the captain, they would’ve gunned us down if they’d seen us running. They’d kill us today if they saw us.”
“As in Frank and Jesse James?”
He tensed. “You know them?”
“Um, not personally. I’ve read about them in books.” She reached for his hands, persisting when he retreated. She squeezed them tightly and said, “You were a boy. A lonely, scared child who needed to belong. Don’t confuse that boy with the good man you’ve become. Sam, look at me.”
He stared into the darkness, his body rigid. The shame and agony he felt was almost a physical thing between them.
“You’re a good man, Sam,” she whispered. “I wish you’d believe that.”
It broke her heart because she knew her words had no effect.
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THE NEXT DAY Sam checked Diablo’s leg. The horse still had a slight limp, but if Sam stayed off him, in a week he’d be fine. Reese had gone over to Doc’s first thing in the morning. She’d kissed Sam, offered to make their supper and then hummed all the way out of the livery.
Sam still couldn’t believe it. He’d confessed his most shameful secret, and she hadn’t run screaming from the room. She’d cried a little, but not out of fear or disgust. She’d cried for the lonely, confused child he’d once been. His chest tightened just thinking about the way she’d wrapped her arms around him and told him to let go of the past. How she’d told him that she was proud of the man he’d become.
An unexpected surge of emotion clouded his vision. He blinked, and then grabbed the pitchfork and started up the steps to the hayloft. Could be Reese really was touched in the head. That would account for her reaction. He couldn’t think of another explanation. Except if she had the same feelings as he had for her.
He shied away from that loony thought. She was pretty and smart and kind to Doc. She had perfect curves and soft skin, and stoked a fire in him that no other woman had ever come close to feeding. Naturally, Sam liked her. But that was all. He didn’t have any more feeling for her than that. He forked hay down from the loft with a force that riled the horses. Goliath whinnied loudly, tossing his head and prancing around his stall. He sure was a fine looking animal. Though Sam tried to put it aside, the idea that he would steal another man’s horse still unsettled him.
Nah, when the time came to meet his maker, it would be because one of the James boys recognized him. Or any of Quantrill’s old gang. As for Captain Quantrill himself, he was dead. Sam had read that the man had come to his end at the hands of the Union forces in Kentucky back in ’65. He’d heard Archie Clement had been killed a year later in Missouri, but that was just rumor. And even if it was a fact, the Captain’s men would gladly put a bullet between Sam’s eyes. Doc’s and Jake’s, too.
Hell, Jake might have passed on already. He hadn’t seen him for nearly five years now, and Jake didn’t believe in lying low. He liked his cards almost as much as he liked his women. Moreover, it didn’t matter to him that the old gang wasn’t all he had to worry about. The government had declared Quantrill’s men outlaws. If any of them were ever identified as such, they’d hang for sure.
Sam swallowed hard. For the first time in his sorry life, he didn’t want to die. He didn’t want to leave Reese behind. He wanted to wake up each day with her beside him. He wanted her to fall asleep in his arms each night.
He gulped in the cool spring air. Hell, he was as crazy as she was. Reese would never stay. She was a lady, used to fine things. More than anything, she wanted to go home. And fool that he was, he’d promised to help her find the way.
 
“HAVE YOU READ ALL of those books under the bed?” Reese asked, as she reached for the pot. She was getting used to Sam’s coffee—he didn’t make it quite as strong as he had in the beginning. Even if he had, though, she’d have to force down the brew so that she could keep awake. They’d gotten so little sleep in the past three nights. Not that she was complaining. She yawned and smiled.
“Yep. Some of them five times.”
“You definitely need some new ones.” She poured herself a cup and set the kettle back on the fire.
“Reckon I’ve been too busy to read.” He slid an arm around her waist and pulled her against his chest.
Coffee sloshed over the rim of her cup. “Hey.” Laughing, she wiggled free. “Three days ago you were yelling at me to stay out of sight. Now you’re practically attacking me in public.”
His smile faded, and he turned away and pulled on his gloves.
Her own happiness deflated. Other than Ellie, she couldn’t think of another person who had the ability to affect her mood as Sam did. In a small way, she resented the power that gave him. Not that she could change a darn thing. She’d fallen for him. As irresponsible and impossible as the situation was, she’d done the unthinkable. “What’s the matter, Sam?”
“The sheriff hasn’t stopped looking for you. Yesterday while you were at Doc’s he came by again. I don’t know how much longer we can put him off.”
“I thought you told his deputy I was a friend of Doc’s.”
“I did.” He shrugged. “I reckon the only reason he hasn’t poked around more is on account of the trouble they’ve been having at the saloon.”
She wasn’t quite sure what Sam was trying to say. She took a cautious sip of her coffee, her mind grasping. And then the truth dawned on her. With Sam’s past, he couldn’t afford to have attention called to himself. God, she didn’t want to consider how much trouble she could bring down on him and Doc.
How selfish she’d been these past three days, seeking the warmth and comfort she’d found in Sam’s arms each night and not giving a thought as to how her presence might threaten him. Even Doc was at risk. She’d spent a good part of her days with him, helping with patients, answering his questions and describing the advances of modern medicine.
Since she’d been too thickheaded to get it, Sam was delicately reminding her that she needed to move on. Something else occurred to her. She shook her head in disbelief. She’d done nothing more to figure out how to get home. Her thoughts had run in the direction of improving how Doc sterilized his instruments, to convincing him that bloodletting and purging were not only ineffective but dangerous.
Was she suffering from Stockholm syndrome? Although she wasn’t a hostage and in no way Sam’s captive, she had depended on him for everything from the food she ate to the roof over her head. He’d hidden her and kept her safe, and it was entirely possible that she had mentally attached to him and disconnected from her real life. It was a textbook case, really.
“Reese?” He took her cold hand, his brown eyes warm with concern. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”
“I know I—” She swallowed, fighting the urge to bawl her eyes out. “Just hold me, Sam.” She melted against him, comforted by his strong arms tightening around her. No, she wasn’t out of touch with reality. She understood that she had to leave, but she also knew that this thing she felt for him wasn’t some psychobabble nonsense. Screw the textbooks. What she felt had everything to do with him being the kindest, most decent, honorable man she’d ever met, could ever hope to meet.
And soon she’d never see him again.
Sick panic tied her insides into a knot. If protecting him meant she had to go, then she wouldn’t hesitate, even if she had to get on a stagecoach, penniless, and ride as far away from Deadwood as possible. And away from the Golden Slipper and any clue that might lead her back to the twenty-first century. But she knew also, with absolute clarity, that no matter what, she couldn’t leave until Hastings Barnett was gone from Deadwood, and Sam was safe. A fairy with a magic wand could suddenly appear and show her the way home and she wouldn’t budge. Not if she thought for one second that it meant Sam could hang.
 
SHE WAS SITTING BY the fire rereading Moby Dick when Sam returned from Arnold’s General Store. Reese glanced up and smiled, and his heart swelled like it was fixin’ to burst out of his chest, the same as it always did when she looked at him that way. The woman had been here only a little more than a week and his whole life had been turned inside out. She even had him buying her unmentionables for her.
“I could’ve been the sheriff,” he said, frowning, not that it would do any good. He’d warned her a dozen times not to sit out in the open when he wasn’t around.
Still smiling, she shook her head. “I recognize your footsteps.” Then she lifted her face for his kiss.
He obliged her, his blood heating even though he knew she wasn’t offering to go to the back room and lie with him. She touched him often, and stopped to kiss him at the damnedest times. For no reason at all. At first he hadn’t known what to think. Now he liked it. Made him wonder if that was something married folks did.
“I hope this is right,” he said gruffly, straightening and handing her the wrapped bundle.
“Thank you.” She eagerly pulled the string loose and stared at the brown kid leather gloves that lay on top. “What’s this?”
“Gloves.”
She laughed. “I know that. But it wasn’t on my list.”
“So your hands won’t get rough and callused.”
Her lips parted, but no words came out, and the sadness that entered her eyes tore a hole in his gut. They both knew she wouldn’t stay. No need saying it out loud.
He shrugged. “You can take the gloves with you when you leave. You’ll need them.”
She pressed her lips together and bowed her head. She stared at the stockings and undergarments that he’d bought for her, and then abruptly looked up with a smile tugging at her mouth. “You’re going to be the talk of the town, buying things like these at the general store.”
Heat climbed up his neck and into his face. He decided not to tell her that he’d paid one of the girls from the saloon to make the purchase. But he was saved from having to reveal his secret when Doc hurried into the livery. Except he didn’t like the grim look on his friend’s face.
“Got something for you to see, Sam.” Doc came close enough that Sam smelled the whiskey on his breath. He thrust out a newspaper. “It’s bad.”
Sam scanned the headlines. He didn’t see anything at first, and then his gaze went to the article halfway down the page. “Son of a bitch.”
Reese rose to her feet. “What’s wrong?”
Sam studied Doc’s bloodshot eyes. A bottle of whiskey sounded mighty good about now. His gaze went back to the article. Lamar Watkins was running for territorial governor. The last time Sam had seen the low-down skunk, he’d just shot an unarmed man in the back. And that wasn’t the worst of his sins.
“Sam? Doc? What the heck is going on?”
Sam looked up and locked gazes with Doc. “I told her,” Sam said quietly.
Doc briefly closed his eyes, but not before Sam saw the flash of pain he understood too well. “All of it?”
“Enough.”
Doc stared at the ground before turning to face Reese.
Her lips lifted in a sad smile and she slid an arm around the doctor. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. It was wartime. You were a kid.”
He shook his head. “Sam and Jake, they were kids. I was nineteen.”
Reese sighed. “That’s not very old. In my time, boys are still in school at nineteen.”
Sam and Doc exchanged glances. That was hard to believe.
“It’s true,” she said. “People go to school until they’re in their twenties. I’m twenty-nine and I just finished medical school a year ago. But the point is, you were a soldier following orders. When you saw that your leader was evil, you left. You did exactly what you were supposed to do.”
“We should’ve stopped him,” Sam insisted.
“The three of you? No one would blame you for running as fast as you could.”
“We didn’t run,” Doc commented, his shoulders straightening. “Not right away.”
“Doc saved that young boy,” Sam said. “And his ma. The pa was dead and their house had burned down. We took them with us. The James boys had gone crazy and we didn’t trust they wouldn’t hurt ’em.”
Reese glared at Sam. “You didn’t mention that the other night.”
Sam didn’t know what had gotten her so riled. He’d confessed all his ill deeds.
“You did a great thing. That was very heroic.” She shot Doc an accusing look. “Both of you are so willing to dwell on the bad and not the good. Don’t do it. It’ll eat you alive.”
His fist tightening around the newspaper, Sam met Doc’s eyes. This thing with Lamar Watkins was what would do them in. How could they keep their mouths shut about the greedy, murderous bastard? He was pure evil. He didn’t deserve the people’s trust or the power of political office.
Sam cleared his throat. “We have to stop Watkins, Doc.”
“I know.”
Reese took the paper from his hands. She quickly found and read the article, and then looked up with a question in her eyes.
“He was one of Captain Quantrill’s lieutenants,” Sam explained. “Not officially, so the army doesn’t know his name, but he did plenty of Quantrill’s dirty work. He was there in Lawrence, Kansas. Gave the order to shoot whether a man was armed or not.”
“Most soldiers killed because they had to, but Watkins liked it. He was one brutal son of a bitch,” Doc added, and glanced at Reese. “Pardon my language.”
She frowned at the newspaper. “How could he get this far without anyone knowing who he is?”
“He was one sneaky devil. Smart, too.” Doc snorted. “Showed up only when it was time for the robbing and killing. He didn’t leave no witnesses behind. Reckon the only men who’d know him are the ones who rode with Quantrill.”
Sam studied Reese’s face, preparing himself for the moment she understood what Doc was saying. Soon enough her green eyes widened and her face paled. “You’re considered outlaws. You can’t say anything about being part of that gang. You can’t.”
Sam looked at Doc, who scrubbed at his worn face. They both knew they’d hang for sure. But could they add cowardly silence to their many sins? There was no choice.
“Sam.” Reese clutched his arm. The fear in her eyes tore at him. “Please don’t be foolish. There has to be a way to expose this man without you and Doc putting yourselves in danger.” She waved the paper at him. “Write an anonymous letter to the editor. Let a reporter dig around.” She looked again at the newspaper. “This man who wrote the article—” She gasped and stared at something on the page, her face turning deathly white. Her fingernails dug deep into his arm.
“Reese?” He touched her cheek.
She wouldn’t take her gaze from the paper. Her lower lip quivered. She opened her mouth, but no words came out. She seemed to be having trouble breathing.
A cold wave of fear trickled down Sam’s neck. “Doc.”
Reese waved a hand. “It’s the date,” she told them raggedly, holding up the newspaper. “Look at the date.”
Sam had trouble taking his eyes off her, but he forced himself to look where she pointed. It was the 23rd of April.
“The picture I told you about—this is the date you’re supposed to steal Hastings Barnett’s horse.”
“Maybe you’d better lie down,” Doc said, frowning at her.
“Sam, you have to promise me you won’t leave the stables for the rest of the day.” Reese dug her nails in deeper. “That you’ll stay away from Goliath.”
“You have to calm down,” Doc told her, his confused gaze going to Sam. “How about we get you a sip of whiskey?”
Sam hadn’t said anything to Doc about what she had told him. He gave his friend a slight shake of his head, and then slid his arms around Reese. “I’ll stay right here.”
“Promise me.”
“I swear on my life.”
A pitiful sob slipped from her lips. Her eyes were dark, darker than he’d ever seen them. “Swear on my life, Sam,” she whispered.
His gut clenched, and he swallowed around the sudden lump in his throat. “I swear.”
She sniffed, and slowly nodded. “We’ll get through this day. We will.”
Doc sighed heavily. He rubbed his eyes and shook his head. “Reckon I’ll go visit the Silver Nugget. The drunks over there make a lot more sense than you folks.”
Sam watched his friend amble out to the street in search of his whiskey. He had a good mind to follow him.
 
REESE PUT AWAYMoby Dick. She’d tried to pick up where she’d left off, but kept reading the same paragraph over and over again. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t let Sam out of her sight, or that he’d kept his word and stayed close. She still worried. Was it possible to change history? Did she have that power? Would keeping him in the stables be enough?
Her mind raced and her jittery insides were driving her nuts. She couldn’t seem to stop the tremor in her hands or slow down her pulse no matter how many deep breaths she took or what soothing lie she told herself. Because what if this date meant something to her, as well? Was today the day she could go back to her own time?
The wedding dress, Grandma Lily’s house, the picture of Sam, they’d all played a part that fateful day in the attic. Was today the day all the pieces of the puzzle would come together again? None of it made sense, really, but neither did being hurled through time.
Oddly, the thought of going back didn’t excite her as it should. Of course she wanted to see Ellie again, and her parents. Plus she was scheduled to be on another health news panel next week. She frowned. Was it next week? Or next month? She didn’t care, she admitted. In fact, the idea didn’t appeal at all.
Would anything else in her career ever compare to the work she’d done here with Doc? The sudden thought startled her. It was silly. Modern research and technology offered limitless possibilities to tackle age-old ailments. She could do so much good in the next thirty or forty years. Here resources were limited. She’d taught Doc everything she could. The patching and mending she’d done barely qualified as practicing medicine.
All this crazy meandering. Proof of her tattered nerves. She gave herself a mental shake as she watched Sam carry water to the stalls. A minute later, a young blond boy came running into the livery before she could hide.
Fortunately, he didn’t see her sitting by the stove. He stopped in front of Sam and bent over, planting his hands on his bony knees as he tried to catch his breath.
Sam gave her a warning look and moved between her and the child. “What can I do you for, Tommy?”
Still breathing hard, after a false start he said, “Mr. Barnett over at the hotel—” Tommy stopped to catch his breath again. “He gave me two bits to tell you to get his horse ready. Says he’s leaving town in twenty minutes.”
Reese cupped a silencing hand over her mouth. Barnett was leaving town. Sam would be safe.
So why couldn’t she shake the awful feeling of dread?
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AS SOON AS TOMMY LEFT, Reese flew at Sam. He caught her and swung her around in the air. She laughed, verging on hysteria. She kissed his cheek, his nose, his forehead. He slowly lowered her and captured her mouth with his. After a few moments, she was the one who broke the kiss. She hadn’t noticed she’d been crying until he wiped a tear with the pad of his thumb.
“He’s leaving,” he said quietly. “Don’t fret anymore.”
She sent up a silent prayer of thanks and swiped at her other moist cheek. “Maybe my being here changed everything. Put some kind of kink in history.”
He smiled. “I’m gonna go make sure Goliath is watered and fed before I saddle him.”
She nodded, not as relieved as she should be. Her own words hadn’t done much to convince her that history had indeed changed. There was no reason for her doubt, unless she believed in premonitions, which admittedly, best described the dark cloud of doom that seemed to hang over them.
She pushed back her cuff and checked her watch. Ten more minutes and Hastings Barnett would pick up his horse and leave Deadwood. In ten hours the hand would strike midnight and the day would be gone forever.
So might her opportunity to return home.
Reese’s chest tightened. Maybe that was the reason for the dread. How could she leave Sam? She’d never find a man like him again. Not in her world. She knew she shouldn’t have made love with him, she thought, as she watched him work, her heart squeezing at the familiarity of his every move. God, had she been foolish enough to fall in love with him? How could she possibly feel this way about him after only one week?
Wrapping her arms around her waist, she watched him lead Goliath out of his stall and tether him to a post. Speaking in a low, soothing tone to the horse, he strapped on the saddle. Reese tried to swallow, but her mouth was too dry. A wave of nausea swept her. Her vision blurred and she blinked to clear it. She leaned against a pole, feeling a bit light-headed, feeling a little like…
Reese straightened, fear slicing through her like a dull knife, her heart hammering her breastbone. She couldn’t be going back. Not now.
No. No. Her mouth couldn’t seem to work, so she reached out to him.
He didn’t look up, but kept talking to Goliath, petting his neck, as if he didn’t know she was there.
No! She heard the word echo in her brain. But it didn’t make it past her lips. Sam and the horse blurred.
She told herself this was only about nerves and lack of sleep, and tried to take a step toward him, but her feet felt too heavy to move. She had to stop this from happening. “Sam!”
He glanced at her, and she breathed with relief. He’d heard her. Thank God, he’d heard her. She was tired and overwrought, that’s all. Once Barnett left, everything would be all right.
But then Sam walked briskly toward the front of the livery. She pushed away from the pole, and saw a boy, maybe fourteen, fifteen, run past the stables, hollering for Doc.
She hurried out to the street, where Sam stood.
The frantic boy pounded on Doc’s door, yelling for him.
“He’s not there,” Sam called out. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s my little sister. Pa pulled her out of the creek but she’s not breathing.” The boy, red-faced, with fists clenched, jumped off Doc’s porch. “I gotta find him.”
“I can help,” Reese said. “How far away is she?”
Sam looked at her uncertainly. “She’s a doctor,” he told the boy, his gaze still on Reese. “You have a horse?”
“Rode him too hard.” The boy’s voice broke. “He’s lame.”
Reese prayed it wasn’t too late. “Timing is important.”
Sam hurried back into the livery and in seconds returned with Goliath. “Take him. He’s ready and he’s fast.”
Her heart nearly exploded. “Sam—”
“Save the girl,” he said, and gave her a swift kiss on the mouth.
The boy didn’t hesitate. He swung onto Goliath, and Sam helped Reese up. She didn’t have time to argue. Every second counted. She barely had time to slide her arms around the boy’s thin waist before he kicked Goliath into a canter. The canter turned to a gallop as they raced down Main Street, heedless of pedestrians yelling curses in their wake. They’d nearly made it out of town when she heard someone yell “Horse thief!”
She knew who would be blamed. Sam owned the livery. He was responsible for Goliath. But if she turned around now, she’d likely be issuing an innocent girl her death warrant. Reese closed her eyes and prayed as she never had before.
 
JANE SPUTTERED, coughed, her little body jerking as she opened her big blue eyes. She blinked at Reese and coughed again.
Reese smiled at her. “What’s your name?”
“Jane.”
“Baby…” Seth Johnson nearly knocked Reese over in his haste to get to the girl. “Thought we lost you.” He picked up his daughter and hugged her to his chest.
If Reese had met the big scruffy man in a dark alley, she would’ve had a heart attack. His black shaggy hair and even shaggier beard barely concealed the hideous scar running down his left cheek. The backs of his hands were heavily scarred, too, and he smelled as if he hadn’t bathed in a month. He hadn’t liked it that Reese had shown up instead of Doc, and unfamiliar with the CPR technique, he’d almost backhanded her. His son had stopped him.
She scooted over far enough so that she could get to her feet. She was a bit shaky herself. Until the child sputtered, Reese thought she might have been too late. But the girl hadn’t hesitated in giving her name, which was a good sign that there was no brain damage.
The brother, whose name escaped Reese, stood off to the side, his hands jammed into his pockets. He still looked terrified. But he’d have to snap out of it because Reese didn’t think she remembered the route to town. They were close, less than five minutes away, but she didn’t want to waste any more time.
“I’m going to need your help getting back to town,” she told the boy. “It’s important that I hurry.”
Seth Johnson looked up. “I’m obliged to you, ma’am. Don’t reckon I know what you did, but you saved my girl.”
“She’ll be fine. I promise.” Reese backed toward Goliath. “But I have to get back. This horse doesn’t belong to me.”
Seth’s bushy eyebrows drew together. “Son, you take care of Jane. I’ll git the lady back.”
The boy’s eyes widened. “Pa, the sheriff ain’t gonna like it if you go into—”
“Do as I say, boy,” Seth bellowed, and even Reese jumped.
He helped her onto Goliath, and then got his horse. The boy’s comment about the sheriff made her edgy. She didn’t need to bring trouble with her, but decided not to say anything until the town was in sight.
They rode hard and within minutes she could see Deadwood. Seth was slightly ahead of her, kicking up too much dust, and she urged Goliath to speed up until she was abreast of him. She called out, and he turned his fierce frown on her.
“I’m okay, Mr. Johnson. You don’t need to go any farther.”
He shook his head. “Best I see you back. Takin’ a horse that don’t belong to you is a hangin’ offense.”
“But I’m bringing him back.”
He ignored her and kept riding. Although she’d been a good rider once, it had been a while and she had to concentrate on what she was doing in order to handle the powerful gelding. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea to have backup. No matter what the differences between Seth Johnson and the sheriff, no one could begrudge her using the horse to help the man’s daughter.
They got to the edge of town opposite Sam’s livery and Reese immediately noticed the commotion. People crowded the center of Main Street. Her heart plummeted. She couldn’t see what was happening, but she knew. God help her, she knew.
Without sparing Mr. Johnson a glance, she dug in her heels and rode Goliath as fast as he would go. The crowd that had gathered outside the jail parted when they saw her bearing down on them. In the middle of everything stood Sam, his hands in the air, the barrel of a gun pressed to his back.
She almost plowed into three women huddled near the boardwalk, but reined in Goliath just in time. “He didn’t steal the horse,” she yelled, hiking her skirt up so she could jump down. The women gasped at the expanse of bare legs visible as she slid off the horse to the ground. “I took Goliath. Let him go.”
The man with a gold star on his chest and holding the gun on Sam glared at her. “It’s the whore. Somebody grab her.”
Sam used his shoulder to block a man who lunged for her. “Get out of here, Reese. Go. Now.”
The sheriff slammed the butt of his gun into the back of Sam’s head. He staggered, but stayed on his feet.
“Stop it. He didn’t do anything.” She surged toward the lawman, but someone grabbed her arm. She tried to jerk away, and saw that it was Seth Johnson.
He let go but got between her and the sheriff, a rifle in one hand, the fingers of his now free hand slightly curled and hovering over a pistol in his holster. “I reckon you best let the lady speak.”
“What the hell are you doing here, Johnson?” The sheriff kept his gun trained on Sam, his fearful black eyes shifting to the left as if checking for backup. He obviously didn’t want to tangle with Seth. “I told you to stay clear of town.”
“Just makin’ sure the lady was safe. She brought the horse back. Don’t see where any harm was done.”
“She’s a runaway whore. Her word don’t mean nothing.”
“The woman saved my daughter’s life.” Johnson’s hand flexed over the butt of the pistol. “Reckon that means somethin’ to me.”
Reese saw Hastings Barnett standing off to the side, his thumbs tucked into his belt, his face creased in an angry frown. “Mr. Barnett, please, no one stole your horse,” she declared. “A little girl was drowning and I needed to get to her quickly. I took Goliath. Sam had nothing to do with it.”
“Shut up,” the sheriff screamed, his face contorted with fury. “Shut up, you stinkin’ no-good whore. Don’t you worry, Mr. Barnett. You’ll get your justice. This man will hang before sundown.”
Mr. Barnett glanced at his pocket watch as if annoyed with the inconvenience.
“No.” Reese wasn’t sure if the word had caught in her throat or made it past her lips.
“What’s going on here?” Doc pushed through the crowd, obviously drunk, bouncing from one man to the other.
Reese’s heart sank. Doc had been doing so well, and now that Sam needed him…
“Hell, Sam, what are you doing out here in the middle of the day?” Doc’s unfocused gaze seemed to scan the crowd. His eyes met Reese’s, and he winked, before lurching into the sheriff, who stumbled backward. “Pardon me, Sheriff Ames.”
“You goddamn drunk.” The sheriff shoved Doc, who spun around and used the momentum to take down the lawman.
“Sam.” Reese pleaded with her voice, her eyes, her heart.
He hesitated, and then ran toward her and Goliath.
Another man wearing a badge launched himself at them, and Seth Johnson threw a punch that sent the man slamming back against the railing. Johnson drew his pistol and cocked it. “Anyone else?”
A collective murmur rose from the crowd as they hastily moved back.
Sam climbed on the horse first and then pulled her up behind him. He paused to look at Johnson.
The big man grinned. “Just havin’ me some fun.”
Sam nodded his thanks, wheeled the horse around, and they rode. Behind them Reese heard Johnson strongly suggest that everyone stay right where they were. She held on tight, her cheek pressed against Sam’s back, her heart beating so fast that she thought it might fly out of her chest.
A few minutes later, she twisted around, and already Deadwood was out of sight. Sam took the right fork in the road and they rode another five minutes before he stopped at a dry ravine obscured by a thicket of cottonwood trees.
She stared at him in disbelief. “What are you doing? We can’t stop. The sheriff will catch up to us.”
Sam smiled sadly. “You can’t come with me.”
“What?” Frantically, she looked over her shoulder. At least they were hidden. “We’ll talk later. We have to hurry.”
“I’m a wanted man now, Reese. You were right about what you saw in that book,” he said grimly. “That sheriff obviously aims to hang me. Go back. Tell them I forced you to come with me. Doc will protect you.”
“I’m not leaving you.”
He crooked his arm and motioned with his head. She realized what he wanted her to do, and, her hands shaking, she gripped his arm as she climbed down. He swung off Goliath and tied the horse to a pine sapling before facing her, his fingers painfully gripping her upper arms.
“Reese, listen to me. I have no money. I can’t put a roof over your head. You go back now, and you’ll have a chance.”
She swallowed. “A chance at what?” she asked aloud, but the question was one only she could answer. Could she go back to her comfortable designer life and never, without a stab in her heart, think about him again? “I’m not leaving you, Sam.”
He briefly closed his eyes, shuttering off the raw pain she’d already glimpsed. “You don’t understand how hard life on the run can be.”
“No harder than it will be without you beside me every day,” she said, feeling the truth of that deep in her soul.
“Once you leave, you’ll never be able to go back to the Golden Slipper. Or go home…” He looked pale, shaken. Even when he’d resigned himself to the thought of hanging, he hadn’t looked so deathly afraid. So defeated.
She framed his face with her hands. Understandably, he thought she was being impulsive. But she’d already been put to the test. Earlier, when she’d felt faint, when she’d been terrified that she was going back…that’s when her decision had been made. She knew it now. “I’ve already thought about this,” she said calmly, her gaze fixed on his. “I came here for a reason, Sam. But it wasn’t to change history. This was about us. We belong together. Tell me you don’t feel that way, too.”
His gaze roamed her face. “I don’t deserve you.”
“Stop it, Sam Keegan. I mean it. I won’t have you saying anything bad about the man I love.” At his shocked look, she laughed and threw her arms around his neck.
He hugged her close for a minute, and then looked down at her with such tenderness her heart swelled. “I feel powerfully glad to be alive every time I’m near you,” he said quietly. “I reckon that’s love.”
She laughed and blinked back tears. “I reckon you’re right.”
“I wish it weren’t so, but it’s gonna be a hard life, honey,” he warned, brushing an escaped tear from her cheek. “Doc and me, we can’t let Lamar Watkins fool all these people.”
“I know.” She smiled. “That’s what makes you a good man.”


Epilogue

Four months later

A town fifty miles from Deadwood
REESE’S LAST PATIENT of the day was leaving her office when Doc walked in. He looked good, his eyes a clear blue and his complexion no longer pasty, younger even than when he’d last visited, two months ago. She knew he still struggled every day, but he’d done a remarkable job of staying sober.
“Nathan.” She smiled and rushed to him, holding out her arms. “I’m so glad you made it.”
He hugged her soundly, and she was glad to feel more meat on his bones. “I wouldn’t miss being here today…Doc.” He grinned. “They callin’ you that yet?”
“The women mostly.” She pulled off her apron, plucked the pins from the bun at her nape and finger-combed the unruly waves. She usually wore her hair secured when she saw patients. That wasn’t a problem. Getting used to long skirts and petticoats was the challenge. “Have you seen Sam yet?”
“Haven’t been to the livery. I took the stage this time.”
“Ah.” The stage stopped at the hotel two doors down. “He should be here at any moment. Unless he has cold feet.”
Doc chuckled. “Not Sam. Never thought I’d see the day he’d be making puppy dog eyes at a woman.”
Reese smiled. Like any little girl, for her wedding day, she’d dreamed of the beautiful white gown, all the flowers, a lavish party for friends and family. At one point she’d considered asking Doc to bring the wedding dress from Grandma Lily’s attic. Only the stained sleeves had to be repaired. But Reese wouldn’t risk the possibility that the dress could send her back to a life she no longer thought about or wanted.
She missed Ellie. Her parents, too, though not like she missed her sister. But she couldn’t think about that right now. More than anything Ellie would want her to be happy, and Reese couldn’t imagine herself being any happier than she was with Sam. Amazingly, she also liked being a small town doctor and saving lives that would’ve been lost had it not been for her knowledge of modern medicine.
She pushed back her cuff, checked her watch, and a second later the door opened. Sam had changed to a crisp white shirt and black trousers. She smiled. “Don’t you look nice.”
He made a face and adjusted his string tie. Then he saw Nathan and nodded at him. “Thanks for coming, Doc.”
Doc grinned. “It’s not every day a man gets hitched.”
“That’s a fact.”
Reese laughed. “Don’t sound so grim or I’ll get the wrong idea. Come on, I have a surprise for you.”
Sam frowned, but let her lead him out of the office. Doc followed them down the boardwalk to the huge elm tree behind the smokehouse where she’d agreed to meet Ezra Bean.
New to town, the photographer had stopped by Reese’s office earlier and offered to take their wedding picture. He was an odd little man, young but with old eyes, and she had no idea how he knew about them getting married, but she was delighted with the idea of having a wedding photo to hang in the house Sam was in the process of building them.
As soon as Sam saw the camera and tripod, he froze.
She squeezed his hand and tugged him closer.
Reluctantly, he moved toward the smiling Mr. Bean, who quickly positioned them. Doc stood off to the side, a grin on his face wider than the Mississippi. He’d been a good friend, selling Sam’s livery for a tidy profit and arranging for her practice here in town. The people had been hesitant to accept a woman doctor, but he’d stepped in and soothed their worries.
They had lucked out when the owner of the local livery had decided to move back to Missouri. Between building their house and boarding horses, Sam was a busy man. With him and Doc, Reese had composed a letter to the newspaper questioning Lamar Watkins’ suitability for territorial governor. They hadn’t heard anything yet, but the election was still a ways off.
Her only regret was not having Ellie here. As if he’d sensed her sudden melancholy, Sam tightened his arm around her and lowered his head.
“I love you,” he whispered, and kissed her at the same time the flash went off.
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AN IRRITATED WHINNY DREW Callie Cummings’s gaze to the barn, where a cowboy was backing a reluctant horse into the corral with a tight grip on its halter.
Callie caught her breath. It was Deck. She would have recognized that butt blindfolded.
Providing she could touch it.
Touch it. An automatic ping of lust passed through her. And why not? What woman with blood in her veins wouldn’t respond to Declan O’Neill and his fabulous behind?
But she wasn’t here to appreciate Deck’s backside. Or his front side, for that matter, which also delivered. She was here to turn her father’s failing dude ranch into a desert spa.
A daunting task for a Manhattan event planner, but Callie was determined to succeed.
She had no choice. Her father was counting on her. When he’d said he was afraid he’d have to sell, he’d sounded so heartbroken it had been like losing her mother all over again.
Callie stood poised on the bottom porch step with her bag. Eleven years hadn’t reduced the tension between her and Deck. By unspoken agreement, they avoided each other during her frequent trips home. She could pretend she hadn’t seen him and go in, but Deck was ranch foreman and they had to work together. Better to get the first awkward conversation over with.
Plunge into the hard part, that was Callie’s way.
Dropping her bag, Callie took a steadying breath and marched toward the corral, her heart as jumpy as the horse Deck was wrangling, her feet wobbly in the kitten heels perfect for travel, but dangerously flimsy for the rocky desert ground.
You’re not in Manhattan anymore.
For better or worse, she was home. The Arizona sun, warm enough that January was high season, toasted Callie’s scalp and arms. The familiar smells—horse and creosote, hay and wood—made her both homesick and miserable. She missed the place and she dreaded it, too. Mixed memories. Always.
Reaching the corral, she leaned on the fence, trying to look casual, taking Deck in. Tall and lanky with broad shoulders and long legs, he had an animal grace that used to make her melt just watching him walk.
He had all the good-cowboy traits—honor, loyalty, strength, stoicism, skill—and none of the bad. He didn’t chew tobacco or drink or cheat or gamble or act crudely or have bad hygiene. He smelled of Irish Spring and leather and cedar and sunshine. And the only thing ratty about him was his ancient Stetson, but that looked classy.
That was old news. Eleven years old.
Bound by the shared tragedy of losing a parent, they’d fallen into each other’s arms for six incredible weeks their senior year.
“Hey, Deck,” she called. Too late, she saw she’d snagged her silk sleeve on the rough wood and frowned.
“This is no place for silk, Callie. Or anything white.” The crinkles at the edges of his sky-blue eyes deepened with humor. He looked rugged and knowing. And he was laughing at her.
Her cheeks warmed. “I just got here. Give me a minute to get grimy and start smelling like manure.” She hoped she’d sounded amused, not snotty. She never got it right around him.
He just looked at her. What was in his eyes? Disapproval? Superiority? He hadn’t been that way back then. Maybe she’d only assumed she’d understood him. The one thing they’d had in common was grief and need, after all. Now Deck seemed more guarded. On the other hand, when you had history, everything could mean something or nothing at all.
Deck’s expression shifted like clouds in changeable weather, but remained unreadable. She felt another sexual zing.
Did he feel anything? Anything at all?
The horse whinnied and pulled back on the reins.
“You training a new horse?” she asked, glad for an excuse to break an eye lock that felt like arm wrestling.
“Yeah. This is Brandy. Cal bought her for his lady friend. I’ve been working her for a while.” He ran his hand down the neck of the restless horse, who gave a ferocious snort. “Brandy’s still too spirited for a beginner.”
Her father’s lady friend, his first since Callie’s mother died, was Dahlia Mitford, whom Callie would meet for the first time today. She felt responsible for the woman, since she’d paid for the dating service, then prodded her father into using it. He’d hit the jackpot right out of the chute.
“Spirited? She looks demon-eyed with rage.”
“She just needs a rider she can trust, don’t you, girl?” Deck’s voice seemed to send ripples of relaxation down the horse’s body. He’d had the same effect on Callie those first awful days when she’d been frantic with sorrow, wild to escape her own skin.
Deck had saved her. Deck understood her pain, accepted it, having lost his dad to a brain aneurysm after a fall from a horse six months before her own mother’s car wreck.
“So I hear you’re sprucing up the place,” Deck said, not looking at her, but slowing his hand on the horse, listening.
“That’s understating it a bit.”
“What do you mean?” His gaze lifted to hers.
“We’ll be making some changes.”
“Like what?”
“This and that.” She didn’t want to get into the details right off the bat, but he clearly wanted more. “Updating the ranch house, adding a room annex, more casitas, adding amenities—a pool, a spa, tennis courts. We’re renaming it Rancho de Descanso.”
“Rest Ranch? Is that a joke? The Triple C is a working cattle ranch.”
The ranch had been named for her and her parents—Calvin, Colleen and Calissa—but those days were done. “We’re capitalizing on the trend toward experiential vacations with luxury. Desert getaways are hot—the good kind of hot.”
“People come here to run cattle, to learn to rope and ride, to enjoy the desert, not to get facials and mud baths.”
“Tastes change. We can’t afford to get left behind.” Wait until he heard she would be selling off the cattle.
“Sure, the place needs paint,” he continued. “And I’ll rebuild the porch as soon as Cal signs off on the supplies. I’ve been after him to buy some ads, since we run empty some weeks, but there’s no need to turn the place inside out.”
“Paint and ads won’t cut it, Deck. This is high season and we’ve only got eight guests. We can handle thirty.”
“Cal know about this?” he demanded.
Anger stung her cheeks. How dare he talk to her as if she were a kid taking the pickup without permission?
“We haven’t gone over the details, but he trusts me. He asked for my help.”
Deck paused. When he spoke his voice was softer, oil on troubled water. “Sorry. It’s just that he’s been tough to pin down on ranch issues lately, so I’m not sure what he wants.”
“What do you mean?”
“He’s gone a lot. Out of town. Not available. Frankly, if he’d been paying more attention, the ranch wouldn’t be in the shape it’s in and—” He stopped himself. “Sorry. I’m just the foreman, not the boss.”
“Exactly. And you haven’t seen the books.” The spreadsheet was a study in red. “The only place we haven’t lost money is on the guests. I’m doing what has to be done. Be assured of that.”
She’d sounded pompous and that wouldn’t improve their rapport. “We can talk about all this later, Deck. For now, I can sure use your help.” She managed a smile. The man knew the ranch as well as she knew her Brooklyn apartment. “I’ll talk to Dad.”
“That would be wise.”
If she’d had hackles, they’d be on end and she’d be growling. Deck was so damn sure he was right, as if he’d already separated the chaff from the wheat, the worthwhile from the waste, and she should bow before his wisdom.
She opened her mouth to say, And who named you the Great and Powerful Oz? but was saved from making things worse by someone calling her name.
She turned. From the porch, a thin woman in a tie-dyed dress motioned wildly for her to come. “You’re here! Come in!” Had to be Dahlia. Callie was startled to notice how young she looked. Her father hadn’t mentioned that. “Get out of the sun before you wrinkle!” she called.
Callie waved.
“Watch out for her teas,” Deck said. “If she gives you a choice, take peppermint. The rest are nasty.” His eyes lit with the mischief she’d loved back then, like he’d let her in on a great secret. He tilted his hat, dove gray and worn, but perfect on his head. “Good to have you back.”
Instantly, she remembered that August night, her last before leaving for college. “Don’t go, Callie.” His voice had been rough with emotion. “Stay with me.” He’d been drunk, but his words seemed dredged from somewhere deep.
Did he remember? Or had he washed it from his mind? Probably. You had to protect yourself. Certainly he’d learned that, too. They’d had the lesson young, after all.
“Thanks, Deck,” she said. “It’s good to be back.” Sort of. She turned to go, feeling his eyes on her as she walked away. She tried not to wiggle on her flimsy heels.
The man was still sexy as hell. He made her nervous. He made her mad. He made her want him.
She hated that.
She turned her attention to Dahlia, who was dragging Callie’s suitcase up the porch stairs, while two guests looked on from the porch.
Callie rushed over. “I’ve got it. Thank you.” She had to yank the bag free of Dahlia’s grip. At the top, Callie nodded at the man and woman playing cards and drinking lemonade in faded wicker chairs.
Those would have to go. Callie would replace all the furniture and redo the porch for sure. A glance at the log facade told her she was right. A new stain and fresh trim in something trendy—say, umber?—would do just fine.
The pots of flowers on either side of the door were new and bright. Dahlia’s touch, she’d bet. The woman created beauty products and ointments from desert plants. Callie had said she’d consider them for the ranch’s new spa.
Once they were inside, Dahlia yanked Callie into a bruising hug, then looked her over with bird-bright eyes. “I’m so, so glad to meet you.” She smelled pleasantly herbal. If that was a sample of her creams, Callie liked it so far.
“I’m glad to meet you, too, Dahlia.”
“You’re as lovely as your pictures.” Dahlia examined her face like an aesthetician with the blackhead remover. “I have the remedy for the bags under your eyes. In fact…” She hurried to the registration counter to grab a large cellophane-wrapped basket, which she thrust into Callie’s arms.
“My gift to you. One of everything. Face cream, body lotion, shampoo, conditioner, masque.” She tapped each jar or tube as she named it. “I can’t wait to work with you.”
“I’ll try them out and we’ll go from there. And my dad…?”
“Catching his siesta. He gets so weary.” Her father was a youthful fifty. She’d made him sound like a fragile old man. Close up, Dahlia looked midthirties, not that much younger. “I have tea steeping for us.” Dahlia gestured toward the tucked-away Cummings family kitchen.
“Let me put my things away and check on Dad,” Callie said, starting for the stairs with the overloaded basket of Dahlia’s Desert Delights. She shifted her suitcase to one side so a couple and their young daughter could head down the stairs. They were chatting happily. When Callie was finished, the place would be lively with guests year-round.
 
DECK HELD his shit-eating grin in case Callie glanced his way again. She thought he was a smug asshole. No point in disappointing her. She wiggled away in her all-wrong outfit, her heels so fragile they’d snap in a knothole. She was too busy wrestling Dahlia for her bag to look back.
No surprise.
Meanwhile, Deck still reeled from the brain buzz and flood of lust he got whenever he saw her. When the ranch house door closed, he rested his forehead against Brandy’s neck and blew out a breath.
What was it about her? No other woman gave him the thud in the chest, the hot knot in his gut, the below-belt ache. She was the first, the one that got away. Maybe that was it.
All she had to do was say his name, and his pulse kicked like a riled horse. Then he never failed to act like a dick. Which was why he avoided her when she was home. At least he hadn’t let on how much he still wanted her.
Did she still want him? Unlikely. She got nervous and defensive around him, but Callie never looked back. She’d left Abrazo for Manhattan like she’d staged a prison break.
Brandy whinnied, so he led her a few yards into the corral with a firm hand, talking low. “Easy, girl. Settle. Steady does it.” No way would the horse be ready for the sunset ride Cal had planned with Dahlia and Callie.
Deck usually bought all the horses for the Triple C, but Cal hadn’t asked his advice on this spirited filly, which would be perfect for Callie, if she hadn’t stopped riding back in seventh grade. Her horse, Lucky, died and broke her heart, though she would never admit that was the reason.
He trotted Brandy around the corral until she managed an easy lope, beginning to trust him. He led her out of the corral, closed the gate and took her for a quick ride across the rolling pasture before he brought her back to her stall and rewarded her with some oats. “Wish I could stay, but I have business inside,” he said with a sigh.
He had to tell Cal Brandy wasn’t ready, which meant another run-in with Callie. Deck needed to remind Cal of the planning and zoning hearing tonight, too—they both sat on the commission.
Taylor Loft, the police chief, was buttonholing commissioners to push through a tax exemption that coincidentally would save him thousands, since he’d started moonlighting as a developer. His father had been a decent chief, but Loft was a manipulative opportunist, who pissed Deck off every time he ran into him.
Because Callie went back to him? Could Deck be that small? With Callie around, he wasn’t sure of anything.
“Wish me luck, girl,” he said to Brandy, patting her rump before he headed toward the ranch house.
Instead of Callie and her dad, he found Dahlia alone in the Cummingses’ kitchen. “Cal around?” he asked.
“Callie went upstairs to get him. She just got here.”
“Yeah. I spoke to her. I can come back.” He turned away.
“No. No. Let me get you some tea.”
“No thanks, I’m just—” The woman looked so nervous and desperate, he said, “Sure. Half a cup, I guess.”
She handed it to him.
Praying for peppermint, he took a sip. Score. “Very nice.”
“Sit, sit,” she said, eager to entertain someone, it seemed. “So you saw Callie already? She’s such a pretty girl.”
“She is that,” he said, sitting across the table from her. Which only made her more annoying.
“Calvin is so happy to see her.”
“I imagine he would be.” Since his heart scare, Cal seemed to miss his daughter more. He should have told Callie he was in the hospital, Deck thought. She would have rushed out, screw the big party he claimed she had to manage. Callie was a good person at heart, despite her silly job. She called her father every week and visited every few months.
“I hope she’ll take the pressure off Calvin.”
“I’m sure she will.” Ironically enough, that had been Deck’s intention when he’d decided to buy the ranch. He’d figured Cal wanted out, and the Lazy J money was just gathering dust in the bank. The very afternoon he stepped into Cal’s office to make an offer, the man announced Callie was coming home to fix up the place, his grin as big as his face.
Too late. Deck had moved too late. Now Callie’s harebrained scheme could wreck the Triple C. Maybe if he treaded lightly, she’d figure that out and hightail her pretty ass back to New York where she belonged, and he could take over after all.
Deck was a patient man. He would wait and see. Animals took time. Crops, too. Biology didn’t turn on a dime. Every worthwhile thing took its own sweet time.
The clock ticked loudly in the silence. Deck sipped. Dahlia stared and fidgeted. Where the hell was Cal? “So, uh, I took Brandy out again, but I don’t think she’s quite ready for a new rider.”
“She’s not? Oh, that’s too bad. Thank you, anyway.” But the woman looked faint with relief. She had no interest in the ranch, from what Deck had seen. She’d distracted the hell out of Cal, dragging him to Tucson whenever a health-food restaurant invented something new with tofu. He’d been late with bills, slow on repairs and like molasses with decisions.
As a result, the Triple C was in trouble, according to Callie. Deck should have spoken up sooner. “I should be going.” He stood. “If you could just tell Cal about Brandy for me? And could you remind him of the meeting—”
“He’ll be here any second, I’m sure. So…you’ve known Callie a long time?” She must be nervous about whatever Callie and Cal were saying about her upstairs.
“Since we were kids, yeah. We went to school together.” But they ran in different circles. Callie had been a star in tiny Abrazo. He didn’t blame her for wanting to swim in a bigger pond. Once he’d gotten past the tequila-soaked shame of that August night, he’d wished her well.
Except for one thing. She’d felt sorry for him. That still burned. No one pitied Declan O’Neill. Losing his father had been hard, but he’d worked the ranch the way his dad would have and watched over his mother until she got her footing again. He’d gotten past that bad time when he’d almost cashed it in. He never thought about that. The memory froze him stiff.
“We’re lucky she could leave her company for so long to come out here. She does such exciting work. Parties with celebrities and socialites and big companies…”
“So I hear.” From what he could tell, Callie spent her days sampling cakes, choosing dance bands and turning goldfish bowls into centerpieces.
“She’s really made something of herself.” Dahlia beamed.
“Seems that way.” He had no doubt she was good. Callie was a sight to see on full throttle. But party planning?
Truth be told, Deck expected more of her. She’d been a firebrand in high school, smart and funny, full of ideas, impatient to fix any injustice. He figured she’d head a corporation, work for a cause. Hell, go into politics.
Maybe he’d just built her up in his mind.
She thought less of him, too, no doubt. To her, he’d gotten stuck in a hick town, spending his days babysitting cattle, his nights in a trailer, his life a pure waste.
She was wrong. There was solace in hard work and reward in the tangible outcomes of his efforts—a healthy herd, well-managed pastures, well-trained horses, spirited and smart.
Nothing wrong with that.
Still, Callie made him think of missed chances and open horizons. Seeing her made that sliver of restlessness he’d felt lately itch like a horsefly bite.
That was a pure trap. The grass always seemed greener in the next pasture, until you got there and found the same goat heads and dry patches you’d thought you’d escaped.
The truth was that he and Callie plain rubbed each other the wrong way.
They sure as hell used to rub each other right.
“Yes? Is something funny?” Dahlia asked.
“Uh, no.” He didn’t expect to be laughing anytime soon.
“Maybe I’ll go up and see what’s keeping them.” Before she left, she poured him more tea.
What could Deck do but drink it?
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STARTING DOWN THE HALL of the owner’s quarters, Callie noticed her father’s bedroom door ajar, so she set down her bag and the basket and tapped before leaning in. “Dad?”
“Huh?” Her father sat up on the bed. “Uh…Oh, sweetheart, you’re here…good deal.” He sounded groggy.
“Are you okay, Dad?”
“Just waking up.” He pushed out of bed to hug her, then regarded her warmly. “You’re a sight for sore eyes. Seeing you in the doorway, you looked just like Colleen when we first met.”
“I’m glad,” she said, happy to resemble her mother, though the reminder made her ache. “I miss her, too, Dad.” Tears made her nose sting. How stupid.
“What you resist persists.” The school counselor kept saying that whenever Callie tried to escape her probing questions. She’d itched to get away. Run, run, get out was her mantra. Leaving for college had been the first moment of true relief.
She lunged in for another hug, noticing that instead of the usual Old Spice, her father smelled of eucalyptus and menthol. “Are you wearing liniment?”
“It’s an ointment for arthritis Dahlia cooked up.”
“You have arthritis?”
“I’m a little stiff in the mornings is all. It’s nothing. I think herbs are fine for teas and face goop, but for curing you? Not so much. It makes Dahlia happy, so I use it.”
“That’s kind of you.” She felt the same way he did about herbal remedies.
“It’s so good to have you back,” he said, looking her over tenderly. “When you’re here, the place feels right again.”
She stiffened. What an odd thing to say. He never talked like that. Five months after her mother’s death, he’d insisted Callie go to New York University as planned, even when she claimed she wasn’t ready, which was a lie. She’d been worried about him living all alone. Her father would not hear of it. It was her mother’s dream for her daughter, and he would be busy working the ranch. She belonged in college, period. She had her own life, and her independence made him proud.
“Is something wrong, Dad?” she asked gently.
“Not at all. I’m just sentimental these days.” He waved away her concern. “I hate to drag you away from your business, but I really appreciate your taking the place to hand.”
“I’m happy to do it, Dad. My partner can pick up the slack while I’m gone.” Stefan owed her the favor, after all.
For being a cheating rat.
But that was another story.
“I’ll expand my expertise, too, so that’s good for my career. I’m anxious to dig in. I’ve got two contractors giving bids—tomorrow and the day after.”
“Whoa, now. Give yourself some time to relax, huh?”
“I saw the spreadsheets, Dad,” she gently reminded him. “We’re drowning in debt. Valhalla Investments expects quick action, too. We have to watch the timing for travel calendars for our launch. The pieces are like dominoes. Everything has to click into place. No time to lay back or slow down.”
She was armed with research, a plan, funding and a consultant known worldwide for her resort makeovers. She’d declared the ranch makeover “cookbook”—mostly marketing and promotion, which Callie knew cold—and would be a phone call away. What Callie couldn’t learn, she’d hire experts to do.
“We’ll see how it goes, huh?” her father said. “Maybe you’ll stay to run the place.”
She caught her breath. He had to be joking. “Very funny, Dad.” Not in a million years. Her plan was to get in, get out, not get tangled up in memory and emotion. This was like any assignment, just longer range. She’d be here four to six months, but she’d keep her head and be fine.
“I know you have a lot going on in New York.” This new wistfulness tugged at Callie. He always swore he was busy and happy. She tracked him closely, but she had the feeling he sometimes put on a show for her benefit.
“Come on, you two! Tea’s getting cold!” Dahlia sang to them from the base of the stairs.
“Be right down,” her father called, then spoke to Callie. “She’s worried you won’t like her. She’s been reading books about stepkids and losing a parent and what all.”
“She doesn’t need to do that. If you like her, I’ll like her.” She was determined to.
“I’m sure it’s tough to see me with another woman.”
“You’re forgetting I was the one who got you dating.”
“But now it’s real. That’s got to feel strange. You know that no one could replace your mother, right?”
“Of course not.”
“I love her, Callie. I was asleep and Dahlia woke me up. Thank God you both hounded me.”
“She hounded you?”
“After our date, she kept calling until I answered the phone to get it over with. And here I am. I’m so glad she wouldn’t take no for an answer.”
“Sounds like she stalked you.” She laughed, but the idea gave her a twinge of worry.
“That’s what it took to shake me out of my trance. I had to see that I wouldn’t find another Colleen, but that I didn’t have to be alone, either.” He did look happy, if a little bewildered.
Her father led her down the stairs toward Dahlia, who waited with a huge and nervous smile. “Here they come, father and daughter. Just look at the two of you, together at last.”
The woman was enthusiastic. Callie had to give her that, though Callie felt worn out and they’d barely met.
“You look so much alike,” Dahlia said, looking from one to the other. “You have your father’s eyes, Calissa.”
Calissa. Only her mother called her by her full name. It hit her ear all wrong. “Thank you. And I go by Callie,” she said gently. Besides, everyone said Callie was the spitting image of her mother, not her father.
She did not need to be so effusive. Callie was grateful Dahlia had rescued her father from a loneliness he hadn’t admitted to himself, let alone to Callie. Thanks to Dahlia, once the ranch was back on track, Callie could return to New York without the constant worry that her father was sad and alone.
Dahlia led them to the kitchen where Callie was startled to see Deck rise from the table. What was he doing here? She wasn’t ready for another encounter.
“I wanted to fill you in on Brandy, Cal.”
Her father turned to Callie. “I thought we’d all go for a trail ride before supper. She good for the ride?” he asked Deck.
“Afraid not. Not for a new rider, anyway.”
“That’s a shame.” Her father turned to Dahlia. “I guess you’ll have to ride another horse tonight, darlin’.”
“Why don’t you three go ahead? I don’t have the right clothes here and I have dinner to prepare.”
“Your lentil soup just needs to simmer, doesn’t it?”
“There are side dishes. Lots and lots to do. You three go on and have fun.” She sounded nervous.
“I’ll stay and help you,” her father said. “Guess it’s just you two this time.” He nodded from Deck to Callie.
“You game?” Deck asked her with a smart-ass grin. “Or have you been in the city too long?”
“I can ride a horse, Deck,” she said, rising to his bait. She hadn’t ridden since seventh grade and wasn’t interested in starting up again. Certainly not with Deck, not as sexually jumpy as he made her feel. “I need a tour of the ranch. It might as well be on horseback.”
“Will an hour give you enough time to get grimy and start smelling like manure?”
“What?” Cal asked. Dahlia laughed uneasily.
“A half hour is more than enough, Deck.”
Mischief gleamed in the man’s eyes, as if he’d won a battle she hadn’t known she was in.
“Maybe you can help Callie take it down a notch,” her father said. “She’s still got that horns-down, mad-charge New York way about her.”
“I don’t think Callie wants to take it down a notch,” Deck replied.
“Would you two please not talk like I’m not here,” she said, trying to act amused instead of annoyed. “I know exactly what notch I’m on and how long I want to be there.” What the hell was she saying?
“I’ll meet you in the corral in an hour.” Deck tipped his hat to her. “Cal, we need you at the zoning meeting tonight. The vote will be tight.”
“Sure thing. I’ll be there.”
“’Night then,” Deck said and turned to leave.
Callie took in his departing backside, the jeans molded to his ass, one pocket worn from his wallet. His boots made his walk loose and slow and he’d grown broader. Eleven years ago, he’d been a boy. Now he was all man.
“Callie?”
“Huh?” She jerked her head to Dahlia, who must have said something to her she missed.
“I said, honey in your tea?”
“Sure, sure,” she said, sitting down, gathering her wits.
Dahlia handed her a mug and Callie caught a whiff of peppermint. The good tea, according to Deck. With honey, it wasn’t half-bad. He’d been right about that.
“Anyway, I’m so glad you’re taking this pressure from your father’s shoulders,” Dahlia said to Callie. She squeezed Callie’s father’s hand on the table. “This place has aged him.”
“Is that true, Dad?” Callie asked. “Is the ranch too much for you?” Had he hidden that from her, too?
“The Triple C will always be home. I need time for more now, that’s all.” He patted Dahlia’s hand and the woman blushed. “Dahlia’s getting me out and about. We’d like to travel—see Europe and India. I’ve been stuck in a rut.” He looked into Dahlia’s eyes and she looked back in an equally moony way.
Callie glanced down, embarrassed. She sipped her tea, aware of the tingle of alarm fighting to get through the syrupy sweetness of the scene. Was she just a cynical New Yorker? She so wanted her father to be happy and well. She set her mug down with a clunk. The love birds startled and looked her way.
“So…” Dahlia said brightly, “Rancho de Descanso…what a great concept. As soon as you have your logo, we can make up labels with ‘Exclusive from Dahlia’s Desert Delights’ for the products. Do you have the design yet?”
“A graphics team is working on it right now, but—”
“Just let me know. We’ll want compatible designs and—”
“Let’s not overwhelm her, Dahlia,” her father said, putting his arm around Dahlia’s shoulder. “She barely got here.”
“I’m sorry. I’m just so thrilled.”
“Did you put in the flower pots outside?” Callie said to shift topics before the woman offered her a facial. “They really brighten up the entrance.”
“Yes. Some herbs I need for my tinctures and teas. My own garden is jammed to the netting.”
“What are the purple and pink flowers shaped like bells?”
“Those are foxglove. The small white ones are sweet woodruff. Both have healing uses. Western medicine relies on synthetic compounds to an alarming degree. It’s such a shame to ignore nature’s bounty.”
“I suppose it can seem that way.” She smiled, then caught her father’s gaze. They were both humoring Dahlia. “I should get upstairs and unpack and change, I guess, since I’m going for a ride.” She sighed.
“Rosalie put extra towels in your bathroom and a blanket for your bed,” her father said. “Holler if you need anything.”
At the second-floor landing, she paused to look down at the spectacular great room, where a middle-aged man read a paperback novel from the small ranch library.
Her mother’s classic taste stood the test of time. Raw beams and stone fireplaces were popular in the newer guest ranches. Callie would replace the worn furniture and add some contemporary art, but her mother’s choice of Navajo rugs, Tohono O’odham baskets and exquisite wood pieces still looked great. She’d keep the kerosene lighting, too, as a rustic touch.
Upstairs, Callie entered the pink-princess glory of her room with the usual knot in her chest. Her mother had been happy to create the girlie oasis of canopy bed and French provincial furniture Callie wanted. She never let Callie suffer for their choice to live in the boondocks.
The room was full of mementos—riding trophies, dried corsages, cheerleading photos and awards. The bureau still held the prom shot of her and Taylor—who’d recently gotten divorced, her father had mentioned. She could turn the room into a true guest room, but she knew her father would be upset by the change.
She picked up the candid of her mother and her at that last Halloween party. They were dressed as witches and they had their heads together laughing.
A bottomless ache came over Callie, making her sink to the bed. She hated this. It had been eleven years. Get over it.
Her mother could always find a reason to celebrate. She hosted parties and town events like crazy. Until the last one. Her mother had been returning from Phoenix, her car jammed with stuff for Callie’s eighteenth birthday bash, when she fell asleep on a lonely stretch of I-10.
As if that horror hadn’t been enough, Callie had read the newspaper story, where a witness vividly described the highway littered with foil banners, crepe paper, appetizers and paper plates. “It looked like a party had exploded on the road.” The words and the picture they drew remained branded in Callie’s brain.
To spare Callie’s feelings, they’d held the funeral two days after her birthday, but it hadn’t helped. She’d ignored her birthday ever after, avoided the subject with friends. No one knew, and she liked it that way.
Callie slipped the photo into the drawer—no point torturing herself—and opened her suitcase on the bed. Throwing open her closet door, she surveyed the fashion mistakes she’d left when she headed for college, including the ridiculously slutty dress Taylor had bought—sequined fake snakeskin she’d managed to only wear once. Her old jeans were there and the never-worn Stetson her dad had bought her to try to coax her back into riding.
Glancing at her watch, she decided to unpack later. Instead, she’d make a couple of quick calls. The first was to touch base with Finn Markham, head of Valhalla Investments, the company funding the resort, pinning down his visit to the property. She wanted to talk to him about possibly buying the riverside acres. The proceeds would offer a financial margin in case they took too long to turn the revenue corner. Raw land wasn’t as valuable as developed land, but it was an option worth considering.
Getting voice mail, she left a message, then took a calming breath before punching in the number to Be There Events, the company she and Stefan had built together.
“Hello, Callie,” he answered gravely. “How are you?”
“I’m great. Ready to dig in,” she said cheerfully, irritated by the drama in his tone. “How’s it going there?”
“The usual craziness. We miss you.”
Oh, lighten up. She was the injured party, but Stefan was the one who’d been moping around ever since. So much for easy, simple sex. They both lived for their work, so hooking up had been easy. But not simple three years later, when she learned Stefan was sleeping with a model from one of their events.
“Do you have questions?” she asked. “Everything clear?”
“Your notes are great. An idiot could handle this. And I sure qualify as one of those.”
“Don’t, Stefan. It’s over and done. I told you no hard feelings.” Not many feelings at all, she’d realized, which appalled her. When he’d confessed the affair, she’d been…numb.
Her pride was wounded, sure, but her heart was undamaged. It reminded her of the time she fell off Lucky when she was ten. She’d hit the ground and braced for agonizing pain. It never came. She’d been jarred, slightly bruised, but otherwise fine. She got up and rode off, virtually unscathed.
“It means nothing,” Stefan had said of the affair.
Then why do it? She knew why. What they had together wasn’t enough. For either of them, it turned out. She’d initiated the breakup. Stefan protested, but hollowly. He seemed to be reading the lines from the script for Cheating Lover, the Play.
She’d been too troubled to act her part. Even before Stefan, she’d been a no-strings girl, but now she feared she’d been protecting her heart so long, it had lost function. The heart was a muscle, after all. Without proper use, it could atrophy, become crippled.
She’d realized to her shock that she might not have the capacity for a lifelong love.
“What else can I do to help you?” Stefan said.
“Hold down the fort. That’s plenty for now.” When she got back they would talk. Before the breakup, she’d decided it was time to move on. She loved events, but Stefan wanted more publicity and marketing projects. She’d decided to follow up on the open invitation from Ogden, Rush & Tillman, a high-profile PR firm, to launch their special-events division, handily bounding several rungs up the success ladder.
She was finished with Be There Events. When a thing was over, you left. That was her philosophy. Never get stale, never get stuck. Done is done.
That was why she loved New York. There was always a place to go, a leap to risk, a challenge to meet. The affair had come at a good time, all things considered. Though she would have rather not discovered the crippled-heart part.
Finished with the phone, she saw she had time for a quick shower. She tied her hair back to keep it dry and stepped under the hot stream, letting the water uncoil her tension. Too bad she had to gear up for the horseback ride with Deck. She pictured his flashing grin, the knowing light in his blue eyes, the perfect curve of his ass, his big hands and where they might wander if he were here right now…mmmm.
Later, girl. She’d brought her ultrafancy vibrator—a gift from her girlfriends after the breakup—to handle her carnal needs for the next few months. If only she and Deck didn’t have a history. A mindless affair would be the perfect relief from the stress of the monumental work ahead.
Nothing with Deck could ever be mindless, she knew, though her body kept insisting she give it a try.
Forget it. Her focus was on the ranch. The construction intimidated her, but her consultant had pointed out it was like any project. You made a plan, hired good people, watched the dollars and the details and it all worked out. Tomorrow she’d begin with a meeting with the first contractor.
Tonight she had to get through a sunset ride with Deck.
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THE SUN HAD STREAKED the sky with color when Callie marched down the porch, her red leather boots clicking sharply against the wooden steps, the fringe on her matching jacket swinging free. She’d only worn this once to a Western-themed client event and wanted to get some use out of it. She’d dressed for wow factor, wanting to off-balance Deck a bit.
Beneath the jacket, she wore a white scoop-necked stretch top. On her head was her Stetson, bright white, spanking new.
Her stone-washed jeans hugged her hips and legs so tightly she could barely draw breath.
A mistake, she realized, standing on the porch. She had to get her legs up and over the barrel of a horse’s rib cage. Bad move. She turned to go change, but Deck called her name.
She’d just make these jeans work like the rest of her plan. She would ease into the ranch changes, break the news about selling off the livestock, and hope she could keep Deck on the team through the changeover.
When she got close enough, Deck deliberately thumbed his hat high up his forehead and whistled. “Niiice,” he said, “though I wouldn’t waltz in front of any bulls in all that red if I were you.”
Terrific. He was making fun of her.
“Those pants look downright painful.” He ran his eyes down her length, making her aware that he was a man and she was in skintight jeans that hugged her ass and pinched her sex—which got worse the longer he looked her over. “How do you even move?”
“I manage,” she said, lifting her chin.
“Don’t get me wrong. I’m not complaining,” Deck said, his low tone and lazy gaze telling her the answer to her earlier question. Yeah, he still found her attractive. Arousal rolled through her. At least she wasn’t alone.
She climbed stiffly up the fence to sit on the top slat, acting as casually as she could manage. She’d have to drop onto her horse from up here. Throwing a leg up and over would snap a femur, she was sure. Deck tracked her every move.
Brandy gave an irritated snort. “Easy, girl.” Deck ran a hand down the horse’s neck. “I’ll ride Brandy, don’t worry.”
“I’m not worried.” She was glad not to have to manage a horse so fresh to the saddle until she saw the horse Deck had chosen for her. Gray and swaybacked, with a low-hanging head and white hairs around its eyes and lips, the poor beast looked dead on its hooves. “This is my horse? He’s ancient.”
“Wiley’s older, but he’s steady and even tempered, which is what we need.”
“You think I need an old, slow horse?” she said testily.
“Brandy needs an old, slow horse.” He shook his head, smiling. Gotcha. Why was she like this around him? “Now if you want more of a challenge, be my guest…” He gestured at Brandy.
“I don’t want to interfere with your training.”
“It wouldn’t be a problem,” he said, not fooled by her fib. She hated that he saw right through her. Mostly because she couldn’t return the favor.
She scooted along the fence closer to the sagging spine of her horse. Reading her movements, Deck steered Wiley nearer. She dropped into the saddle, her jeans straining as her legs spread over Wiley’s ribs. She accepted the reins from Deck, then urged Wiley into a walk to get back her seat.
Deck opened the gate, then untied Brandy. “You ready for a ride, girl?” he murmured in a hypnotic tone, smoothing the horse with his broad palm, masterful and gentle, as if he understood each twitch of muscle, twist of tendon. “You are ready, aren’t you, girl?” He was wooing the horse. “You want a ride, don’t you? You want it, huh? Yeah, you do.”
Please stop. The words were making her hot. Any second, she’d blurt, “Yes! Yes I want it. I want it bad.”
Finally Deck swung smoothly onto Brandy’s back. The horse went still, reared, staggered backward, then lurched around the corral.
Callie tried to turn Wiley out of the way, but Brandy was too fast and banged into her horse’s rump. Wiley lunged forward, throwing Callie onto his neck. Her hat flew off and her pubic bone slammed into the saddle pommel. She yelped as pain burned through her.
“You okay?” Deck called, more worried about her than the rearing, spinning beast beneath him.
“I’m fine,” she choked out, needing to rub her bruised spot, but not wanting to do it in front of Deck.
“Hold tight. We’ll be back after we burn off some energy.” Deck leaned over Brandy’s neck and she took off out of the gate in a streak of shining muscle. Deck gave the horse her head, and they flew west across the field, making Callie’s heart lift at the beauty of horse and rider silhouetted against the changing colors of the sunset sky.
A horse running full out was an amazing sight. It was the fire, the energy, the way the creature’s whole being seemed focused on the run, like its heart would burst with the joy of it. Callie’s chest tightened. How had she forgotten this wonder?
Horse and rider were small in the distance when they finally swung back her way. By the time they reached the gate, Deck had Brandy in a relaxed lope and guided her effortlessly into the corral. Near the far fence, he leaned down to scoop up Callie’s Stetson, easy as a rodeo star. He returned to settle it on her head. His gaze took a lazy trip down her body, making her want to wiggle in the saddle. “You all set?”
She nodded. Soon they were on their way, riding in silence at first. Clouds to the west glowed pink, orange and purple. The air held a slight chill, and a light breeze carried the green scent of the Rio Feliz their way.
“We can go faster if you want,” she said. “I’m okay.”
“Slow and easy is fine.” He looked at her. “You were never much for taking your time.”
Her mind flashed on their frantic nights in each other’s arms. She swallowed hard. “Not usually, no.”
“If you rush, you miss things.”
“If you don’t rush, you miss things.”
He chuckled. “Ah, but when you slow down you catch all the details. You take it all in, enjoy every second, every inch.”
God, was he talking about sex? Or was she just fixated? She got that shivery feeling again. It didn’t help that the seam of her jeans rubbed her crotch with each roll of Wiley’s hindquarters. She shifted her weight to ease the itch.
“You okay?” Deck asked.
“I’m fine. Why?” She jerked her gaze to his.
“You seem…wiggly.” He swallowed and she realized her movements had aroused him. Good. It was no fun suffering alone.
“Just adjusting so I won’t be sore later.”
“Wouldn’t want that,” he said, pushing his hat harder onto his head. “Maybe hit the hot springs after. Good for sore muscles.”
And making love, she remembered. They’d been together at the springs and it had been warm and intimate and healing. “I’ll have to try that.” Her voice came out so husky she had to clear her throat. “Brandy seems more settled.”
“Getting there.”
“Dahlia sure was relieved not to have to ride with us.”
“True.” Deck chuckled. “She’s not much on the ranch.”
“What do you think of her?”
He shot his gaze to hers. “Cal’s fond of her.”
“And…”
“I don’t know her well,” he said, clearly choosing his words with care. “She keeps him…busy.”
“I found her kind of overwhelming, but she was nervous about meeting me. You were right about the peppermint tea, by the way. Her other teas are nasty?”
“Oh, yeah. She gave me one that was supposed to be good for my organs. Shriveled my tongue and I couldn’t taste for a day.”
“But did it help your organs?” Too late, she realized how he might take that.
“They survived.” He shot her that wicked half smile again. “I’m sure she means well. Cal seems happy enough.”
“He does. And kind of…dazed.”
“Maybe that’s how love works. Like a punch in the solar plexus you never catch your breath from. What do I know?”
Did that mean he’d never been in love, either?
They’d reached a barbed wire fence, beyond which she saw dozens of cattle, brown and black, most bent to chew the grass. Several rested under the roof of a ramada, others drank from a water trough beneath a slowly turning windmill. She used to ride out to check the herd with her father. She’d loved the huge eyes, the patient faces, the slow grind of their jaws on grass.
Tell him you’re selling them all. She opened her mouth to break the news, but an animal bellowed loudly. They both looked over to see a bull mount a cow, which staggered under the weight, but didn’t move away.
“Ah, romance,” Deck said.
“Is that what you call it?”
“No?” he asked. “Maybe that’s my problem with women.”
She laughed. “You have problems? I find that hard to believe.”
“I do all right, I guess.”
“No one special?” None of her business, but she had to ask.
“Not really. How about you?”
“We broke up a couple months back. He’s my business partner, actually.”
“Ouch. That’s got to be awkward.”
“Not as much as you’d think.” And that still bothered her. “So how many head do we have?”
“Couple hundred, mostly black Angus, a few red. A decent number of wild Corriente from Mexico. They do well with drought. Not nearly enough cow-calf pairs, though.”
“The supplemental feed costs are through the roof, Deck.”
“That’ll be offset by the alfalfa we’ll plant. The real problem is the herd is down. Like I said, your dad’s been hard to pin down. We had a chance at a bunch of steers and some pairs, but I couldn’t get his okay on the buy.”
Just as well, since we’ll be selling….
Deck dismounted to open the gate and she saw they’d be heading to the top of the hill over the river. She’d tell him there, when they stopped.
As they climbed, Brandy bucked and lunged and backtracked, though Deck patiently worked with her, training her as they traveled. Wiley conserved his energy with a slow, steady pace. She’d missed this, Callie realized, enjoying the slow roll of the horse beneath her. She’d loved even more the wind in her face on a full run, riding the surge of the horse’s lope. She used to feel part of Lucky, running free and feeling so alive.
They’d reached a wider section of trail so they could be side by side. “You enjoying yourself?” Deck asked.
“Yeah,” she said softly.
“You look good on a horse.”
“I can’t believe how long it’s been.”
“You stopped after Lucky died.”
“It was middle school and there was too much happening in school and with my friends in town. I got bored.”
“You rode that horse everywhere,” Deck mused. “I couldn’t believe you painted his hoofs pink with little daisies. And put glitter on his hide. Talk about humiliation.”
“Come on. Lucky didn’t mind.”
“You charmed him. But then you charmed everyone.” He smiled at her the way he had, as if he’d never met anyone like her, as if he couldn’t get enough of her.
“I can’t believe you remember that.”
“Of course.” He held her gaze, telling her he remembered that and a whole lot more.
She shivered, feeling a rush of memory herself. Deck had made her feel special. And safe. Something she’d needed after her mother’s death, when the world seemed an unpredictable and dangerous place. She’d depended on Deck, on his arms, his kisses, his comfort.
Until he decided it was over. That had stung. She’d bounced back a bit and suggested they hang out in town, get a Coke at Ruby’s with her friends a few times. He’d declined, saying he had chores. A few days later he said they should end it. She was back to normal and it was time. He acted like he’d been doing her a favor.
Hurt and angry, she went back to her friends, to Taylor, who’d missed her terribly, and Deck went back to managing the ranch, and that was that. She’d be off to college soon anyway, what was the point in dragging it out?
All the same, the memories stuck. To this day, the smell of cedar blocks in her sweater drawer made her miss him.
Now they reached the top of the hill and she saw the Triple C spread out at her feet. Ahead lay the river, a lazy S curve lined by cottonwoods. Her heart lifted with pride. “It’s so beautiful,” she breathed.
“Yeah,” he said. “It is.”
Her father had worked and loved every acre for thirty years. She would make sure he kept it if it killed her. “I hope we don’t have to sell off this section,” she said, speaking before she’d thought through her words.
“What?” Deck turned to her abruptly. Brandy snorted.
“The river makes these acres attractive to developers. They’d be perfect for ranchettes.”
“We need these acres for grazing, not to mention deed and density restrictions and water rights. This is a desert, Callie.”
“I don’t want to sell if we don’t have to, but it’s an option. This is the future, Deck. In the last decade, half the guest ranches in the country have been sold off and developed. The land’s too valuable to leave raw.”
He looked at her, his cheek muscle ticking like a bomb about to blow. “We’d have to cut the herd.”
“About that…” She took a deep breath. “I plan to sell the livestock as soon as it’s feasible. I’ll need you to track the sales so we can maximize our profit.”
“You’re selling the cattle.” The words hung dead in the air.
“We’ve been losing money, especially with the drought. Our only hope is turning the ranch into a resort.”
He stared at her, so she kept talking. “I know you took the foreman job to help Dad and I’m very grateful to you for that.”
Supposedly, he’d been at loose ends after selling his family’s horse ranch after his mother remarried and moved to California, but she knew he’d acted out of kindness.
“If you wanted to leave, I wouldn’t blame you.” She stopped. “Of course, we’d love to keep you through the changeover. If you wanted to become the field manager after that, that would be wonderful. We’ll add trail horses, of course. You’d work more with guests and manage more staff, coordinate the recreational activities and things like that.”
“I’m a rancher, Callie, not some guy with a whistle and a volleyball net.” His voice was low.
“It’s totally up to you. If you decide to leave, just give us time to find and train your replacement.” She held her breath, waiting for his reaction.
He looked out toward the horizon for a long silent moment. Finally he turned to her, Brandy shifting impatiently beneath him. “It’s your land. Cal’s and yours. You can do with it what you want. As to my plans, I’ll let you know.”
“Good.” That was that. The worst was over. Deck wasn’t happy, but now he knew the situation and could make his decision.
She took him in. Silhouetted by the glowing sunset sky, he looked like a painting of the last cowboy—noble, proud, connected to the land, full of dignity and strength.
And so sexy. She shivered.
“You cold?” he asked.
“Not really. No.” She wasn’t about to explain. “But the light’s fading. We should get back.”
Without another word, they turned their horses and headed downhill. Poor Wiley snorted and sagged as his tired knees took on the gentle slope. In the distance the ranch house glowed a golden welcome from the big picture windows. Smaller lights lit the few guest rooms in use.
That would all change. She’d build a new two-story wing of guest rooms and five new casitas. Besides updating the ranch house and old casitas, she’d landscape ten more acres around the ranch, put in a pool and a tennis court, not to mention the four-star spa. She would work her magic as quickly as she could, then escape.
At the base of the hill, Deck turned to the east, taking a different trail back—the one to the hot springs. She wanted to say Not now, not with you, but what excuse could she give?
Soon they rounded the bend to the main pool, five feet across, edged by large stones. Farther on, there were two smaller pools, one set away from the others, marked as private for the family’s use. In the summer, the entire area was bright with the red, orange and yellow of desert wildflowers.
“Remember this?” he asked her.
“Of course,” she said, meeting his gaze, heat like a hot wire between them. She looked down to the water, settling herself. Wiley shifted beneath her, reacting to her tension. “Is the water level constant? The heat? Is it mucky at all?”
“It’s the same, Callie,” he said. “Still deep, still nature’s hot surprise.”
“That’s good to hear.”
She was flooded with the memory of stripping in the night chill of early spring, slipping through the steam to meet Deck, naked and waiting for her. Sheltered by the rough stones, up to their necks in the water, breathing in the earthy smell, they’d seemed like the first man and woman in the garden.
That was so long ago. Wiley side-stepped, picking up her distress. “We’ll improve this, of course.” She had to stick to the task before her, not get lost in nostalgia or regret.
“Huh?”
“We need concrete steps and a handrail, for one thing. For safety and convenience.”
“You want to turn it into some Holiday Inn hot tub?”
“I’ve studied hot springs all over the Southwest. This is the norm, Deck.”
“It’s fine the way it is. Natural and beautiful.”
“It’ll be that, but better. I want to dig out the smaller pools. Maybe open up a fourth where the water slides down the rocks?” She pointed. “Fence it off so guests can reserve it for clothing-optional soaks.”
His expression made her decide not to mention the massage ramada, changing room and meditation garden she planned.
“They’re your springs,” Deck said wearily.
She could explain her reasoning, but what was the point? Deck loved the ranch as it was. She wouldn’t change his mind any more than he could change hers.
So, she simply turned Wiley toward home.
Catching sight of the barn, the tired horse lunged into a lope. Callie tightened her body and leaned forward, enjoying the free feeling and the speed for a few lovely moments.
Making the corral a few yards before Deck, Callie started to dismount to open the gate, praying her jeans had stretched out enough to allow her to do so with dignity. She was halfway down when Brandy arrived. She must have nipped Wiley’s hindquarters, because her horse whinnied and barreled forward. Callie landed on her butt in the dirt, biting her tongue and bruising her rear.
Deck was off Brandy in an instant to help her. “You okay?”
“I’b vine,” she managed, over her burning tongue. She grabbed her hat, pushed to her feet, then shoved the hat down hard, not allowing herself even a grimace from the pain. She moved for the gate, but her legs had that first-ride stiffness and she stumbled a bit.
Deck caught her arm, then brushed the dust from the back of her jeans. It was an innocent Eagle Scout gesture, but his hand was on her and he stood so close that the cedar, leather, sunshine smell of him made her go weak in the knees.
She stepped back to collect herself. “Thanks. I’m fine. Really.” She moved as if to loosen the saddle.
“I’ll put up the horses. Go on to supper,” Deck said, his voice rough, telling her he’d been affected, too.
“Okay, then. Thanks. Again.” She backed up, then bumped into the fence, flustered by the moment.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said, his gaze not letting go.
“Tomorrow. Sure.” She turned to walk away. Was he watching her? What was he thinking? And why did it matter?
He thought her plan was nuts. He was wrong and she intended to prove it to him. If he would just stop being so damned sexy all the time. And smelling so good. And the touching had to stop. Absolutely.
In fact, if she didn’t need his ranch expertise, she’d be half-glad if he decided not to stay at all.


4

DECK SLAPPED his gesso-loaded brush in big aimless strokes across the solitary rider he’d painted, covering it up for good. The piece was as wrong as Callie was about the ranch. She planned to turn the Triple C into a place where the guests bitched if the ice came cubed instead of crushed.
Deck itched to take the place in hand, fine tune the operation, start raising certified organic beef, despite the tough requirements. The challenge appealed to him.
He could buy a spread elsewhere, but Deck loved the Triple C, knew every acre of it like home. He might still have a crack at it—if Callie and Cal decided they’d had enough.
Tastes change, she’d said, like he was some rube lost in the past. He knew all about change. People left, they died, they disappeared behind their eyes, as his mother had done for months after his pop passed. Deck stuck with what he could count on.
If Callie went through with her scheme, Deck had to leave. He wouldn’t strand her or Cal, of course, but as soon as he could see his way clear, he was out of there. Maybe it was a good thing. Maybe every man nearing thirty needed a shakeup, regardless of how well situated he was.
Deck finished the primer coat on the canvas, then left the brush to soak. He scrubbed his hands, his thick ranch calluses stained with a rainbow of acrylic colors. The same hands that dug post holes and wrestled steers to the ground could dab a hair’s width of light on a saguaro spine. He liked that.
He’d been painting more lately, getting lost in the work until his shoulders ached and his vision blurred. He had the urge to stay busy. He wasn’t sure why.
Painting had been a refuge since that terrible time when his dad died and Callie had gone and he’d taken that curve too fast, saw how easy it would be to end it all, be done. Only the thought of his mother made him yank the car back from the rail.
Since then painting kept him sane. It felt like his heart on the canvas, bad or good, but not to be denied.
Drying his hands on a paint-stained towel, he looked over the pieces he’d hung in the old Airstream he used as a studio. Most of his work fell short—too much paint, bad use of light, out of proportion, overpainted. Sometimes he wasn’t good enough to paint bar scenes on velvet. The triumphs were his private joys.
He didn’t have the focus to paint tonight. The planning and zoning meeting hadn’t helped. As chair, he’d had to cancel for lack of a quorum. Banging the gavel, he’d noticed the triumphant smirk on Taylor Loft’s face from his seat in the audience. He’d definitely had something to do with three commissioners who’d unexpectedly no-showed.
Loft was wearing them all down on the tax exemption. Go-along-to-get-along was too often the way in small towns, where you had to work, play, love and live with the people in power. Loft was the law in Abrazo and no one wanted him as an enemy.
But right was right and Deck expected people to stand up for it. Tax money was life blood to the small town. Why should Loft be exempt? Because his ancestor had founded the place? Named it Harriet, after his wife. He’d been cheated out of his holdings, according to Loft legend—and when the town incorporated they changed the name to Abrazo, Spanish for “hug.”
Insult to injury to Harriet’s progeny, in Taylor’s mind, and he wore that chip on his shoulder with the same authority he wore his badge.
The man was trouble. A friend of Deck’s, a county supervisor, had told him stories. Loft had been a security guard in Phoenix before he became sheriff. Working a convention for state officials, he’d covered up career-killing indiscretions for some pretty important people. As a result he had his hands in so many pies his fingers were permanently stained. “He’s a malevolent little shit,” Deck’s friend had said.
Deck had to stop thinking about Loft. And Callie, for that matter. The burning in his gut had started up again.
Get over it.
Deck closed the studio and started for the trailer he called home, then stopped. Hell, he wouldn’t be able to sleep. He needed a couple of beers and a soak in the springs.
Callie would be long gone, if she’d taken his advice, which was doubtful. She didn’t give a damn what he thought. He’d better get all the use out of the springs he could before she turned it into a tiled hot tub. Dammit to hell.
He grabbed two Coronas, a towel and his bedroll and set off for the springs. The ranch house lights were mostly out. He zeroed in on Callie’s window. Still lit. She was reading, no doubt. She’d been a big reader in high school. What did she sleep in? Something lacey and small, he’d bet.
These days women were too obsessed with their underwear. Those thongs had to be irritating. Naked was just fine with him.
Back then, Callie had worn bras that matched her panties. His favorites were white with hearts. She’d worn them the first time they’d made love in the springs and slept under the stars together. He could still picture her breasts spilling out of the half cup of that heart-dotted bra, innocent and brazen at once.
Deck took the turn through the rock formation. The springs steamed in the moonlight. He kept going to the private spring, where he laid out his bedroll and towel, cracked one of the Coronas, stripped to the skin and slid into the water.
The heat felt good. He lay back and let out a long, slow breath. Sipping cold beer, he let his mind go.
It snagged immediately on the sight of Callie loping toward the barn on Wiley. This was the Callie he remembered as a kid, racing on Lucky, hair flying, a little scared but pushing on. He’d loved her determination, her energy. She’d been so lively, so full of fun. She just made him grin.
He missed her. Maybe she was still there under the big city act, the rush and self-importance. She said she’d missed riding. Probably missed the ranch, too. Would she stay?
Never. She needed more. That was why he’d let her go once she’d gotten through the worst of her sadness. She’d been bored. She wanted to be in town, hanging at the diner with the cheerleaders and football players.
He had better things to do than watch guys fling French fries down girls’ blouses or race each other in their tricked-out trucks. He’d let ranch chores slide to be with her, blown his grades.
Callie had gotten what she needed from him, so he sent her back to her life. It hurt like hell, but he’d done the right thing. She’d seemed stung. He didn’t get that. What was the point of dragging it out?
He pictured her in that goofy cowgirl outfit, the jeans so tight that Deck could hardly mount Brandy without causing himself injury. Holding her, brushing the dust from her ass, he felt the old hunger times ten. In fact, if she were here right now, he’d—
“Deck?”
He popped up, startled to find his fleeting fantasy standing there at the edge of the spring in a silky-looking black robe and flip-flops. She held towels and champagne in a bucket, a mason jar over the neck.
“I didn’t think anyone would be here this late,” she said, her gaze jerking around, telling him she was embarrassed.
“You took my advice,” he said, surprised by that fact.
“I don’t suppose you’re wearing a suit…?”
He shook his head, grateful the water was opaque with minerals. “You?” He nodded at her robe, so thin he could make out her nipples. She was naked under there, all right.
She shook her head.
Great. Just that slight bit of cloth between him and her bare beauty. He had a hard-on so fierce he feared it might break the surface. “I’ll leave.” As soon as he lost his erection.
“No, no. You were here first.”
“It’s your springs.”
“Don’t be silly.” She bit her lip, uncertain as she often was around him. “You shouldn’t have to leave.”
“We could…share,” he said. “I’ll stay on my side.” He held up his hands. Like, what, he was going to jump her? His face felt hotter than the spring water, which hovered at one-oh-five.
“I…guess so.” She laughed nervously.
“I’ve got another beer….” He nodded toward it.
“I have a whole bottle of champagne we can share.” She bent to set down the bucket and her towels, the robe parting to show the curve of one breast, the top of a thigh.
She stood and started on the knot, then looked at him pointedly, circling a finger. Turn around.
“Oh. Yeah.” It was just that he wasn’t quite sure he hadn’t dreamed her. She seemed ethereal, like she could drift away like the mist of steam off the springs.
He pivoted to brace himself on the rough stones and waited, catching the quiet swish of fabric, the grind of her bare feet on the sand, then the small splash when she let herself into the water, her soft moan as the heat hit her.
God. He recognized that moan. He’d made her do that many times. Fighting to look neutral, he turned back. He had a great poker face, but with Callie all bets were off.
She’d filled out a little, her breasts were rounder and she was a half-inch taller, but her shape was the same.
Touching her had been heaven.
“This feels so good,” she said, leaning her head into the concave place in the rocks where they used to make love.
Don’t think about that….
He cleared his throat. “So, champagne…You’re celebrating.”
“Trying to.” A smile flitted across her face. “I’ve got a lot of work ahead of me.”
“True,” he said. It was nuts, but he’d keep his asshole blurts to himself. Instead he reached across the water for her bottle. “Shall I open it?”
She removed the mason jar and let him take it. “We can share the glass or you can drink from the bottle.”
“The bottle’s fine for me.” Deck popped the cork, the sound sharp in the desert silence. He poured Callie a dose, then tapped the neck of the bottle against her glass.
“To old times,” he said.
Her eyes flared and she shivered. No way was she cold in this water. Something else was going on and when she echoed his toast, her voice shook.
 
SIPPING THE CHAMPAGNE Deck had poured, Callie felt hotter inside than the steaming water that lapped at her shoulders. Deck’s eyes locked on, gleaming in the moonlight. Startled, she backed into a hollow in the rocks, the perfect indentation…
Uh-oh. This was where they’d made love.
Did Deck remember? He was looking at her that way.
The last thing she needed with water wrapping her in warmth like the best of all hugs, was Deck naked, a mere arm’s length away. She gulped more champagne, realizing too late that its fizzy deliciousness would unravel her inhibitions, making things worse.
Deck gave her a slow, big-as-the-sky smile. “Very nice…”
It wasn’t until he lifted the bottle that she realized he’d meant the champagne, not her. Whew.
“I robbed the ranch’s supply. I’ll have to replace it. Ernie’s carries champagne, right?”
“Even hicks enjoy the finer things. We don’t all toss back a brew, then go shoot up highway signs for a good time.”
“Come on. You know I don’t think that.”
He shrugged. “You left.”
“And you stayed,” she snapped back, defensive suddenly.
“To each his own.” Was he jabbing at her, defending his choice, or being nice?
“As long as you’re happy.” Did that sound condescending?
“Exactly.” Picking up the tension, he softened his next words. “Cal says your company’s doing well. You set up parties for celebrities, right?” He lifted an eyebrow, like he couldn’t believe she did that for a living.
“I do events, not just parties. There’s more to it than cocktails and tenderloin satay.” She held out her glass for more champagne. In Manhattan, top event planners were movers and shakers. Out here, though, she could see how it might sound, well, silly. “Human culture is built around points of celebration.”
“Okay….” Another eyebrow shift.
“Events can make or break a new company, a product, hell, a relationship. In the right atmosphere, the right combination of people, food, setting and entertainment, deals can be cut, business ties forged, critical negotiations conducted. My mission is to bring people together for meaningful outcomes.”
“I didn’t realize parties could be so, uh—”
“Complex? Crucial?”
“Uh, sure.”
Was he laughing at her? Probably. They both drank more.
“Maybe you could explain that some,” Deck said, clearly trying to be polite.
“Okay,” she said, deciding to pretend he was honestly curious. “First we consider the client’s goals and determine the proper venue and approach. Sometimes direct mail, product placement, print and broadcast advertising will do. Other times, viral marketing works. Often, and this is where I come in, entertaining key clients, opinion leaders, media or city officials are a linchpin to the campaign.”
She realized Deck’s eyes had dipped to where the water met the top of her breasts. Caught, he yanked his gaze upward and cleared his throat. “Please go on,” he said, gulping champagne, then refilling her glass.
“There’s the budget,” she said, fighting her response to his roving eyes. “That’s huge for client satisfaction and my revenue stream. Clients want the world. You should try creating an elaborate, sumptuous reception for five hundred on a shoestring. It takes artistry, attention to detail and fierce negotiation skills.”
“I’m sure you’re good at what you do, Callie.” Deck leaned closer. “You wouldn’t take a job if it didn’t challenge you.”
“Thank you,” she said, distracted by the sexual sparks flying between them. Funny how the pale light of the moon was all she needed to read him now. In broad daylight he’d been a mystery to her.
“You’re only as good as your last event,” she said to distract herself. “There’s a lot of pressure, and word of screwups travels fast.”
Her mind wandered to Deck, naked beneath the water. Was he aroused? She’d begun to feel the champagne. She had to keep them talking. “How about you? What else do you do besides the ranch? Not that that’s not plenty.”
Deck chuckled. “It’s okay, Callie. You don’t have to watch every word. We got off on the wrong foot.”
He reached across and touched her arm, his fingers warm from the water. She couldn’t help but sink lower and suck in a breath. “Okay. That’s good.”
Deck withdrew his hand slowly. “I stay busy. Civic BS in town—chamber of commerce, planning and zoning. I also consult with horse breeders and buyers all over the West.”
“And in your free time…?”
“I hang with friends. If I want music, I go into Tucson or up to Phoenix. For that matter, New York’s just a couple bags of salted nuts away. I’ve been there.”
“You were in the city? You didn’t call.”
“It was a long time ago. I was with someone.” He shrugged.
“But I would have taken you to dinner. We’re friends…”
“It was last-minute.”
He was right. With their history, a double date over martinis and sushi would have been awkward.
“So is New York all you expected?” he asked.
“All that and more.” She stopped herself. Why cheerlead? Naked in the springs, here with Deck, who’d always accepted anything she said, she told him the truth. “Is anything ever what you expect?”
“Maybe not.”
“New York is indescribable. Intense. Vital. Important. The people are fascinating. There’s so much to do—theater, museums, clubs, any kind of food you can imagine. It’s the heartbeat, the pulse of the country. There’s so much I love there.”
“And…?”
She felt a twinge, like a new toothache, and took a big swallow of champagne before she answered. “It can wear you out. It’s crowded. It’s expensive. It’s noisy and complicated.”
“No place is perfect.”
She smiled. “True. And I wouldn’t live anywhere else.” For now. That thought surprised her. “Part of it’s my job. Especially after a twelve-hour day, when I have to schmooze the catering manager into one more round of appetizers, conjure a smile for the client from hell who’s underpaying me, or cough up a joke before two business partners launch a fist fight with each other.”
“Sounds like an ordeal.”
“Does it? I guess it is. And, sometimes I feel…” She paused, not willing to say lonely. Too weak. In the city, you kept your cards close and your deodorant fresh. One drop of blood in the water and you were sashimi on an enamel plate.
Lately, since the breakup, she’d felt kind of alone. Even with Stefan, really, but she’d stayed too busy to notice.
“Overwhelmed,” she finished. She’d love to ask Deck if he ever felt lonely, but they were too tentative with each other. “Your mom’s doing okay?” she asked instead.
“She’s happy. Harvey’s a good guy and she likes Modesto.”
“Do you miss the Lazy J?”
“Sometimes. Pop would never have sold. I’m sure he’d have hated that I was leasing the place. I had to hand off when I finally went for my degree.”
“In what? Agribusiness?”
He laughed. “No. I got a BA in humanities. That and three-fifty will get you a venti at Starbucks. And, yes, I’ve been to Starbucks, Callie.”
“I didn’t say a word.” At least they were joking. “Your dad wouldn’t have wanted you to be strapped to the ranch forever. He’d want you to be happy.”
“It wasn’t a burden.” He shrugged.
“You sacrificed so much for your mom, staying with her so long. Meanwhile, I left my dad all alone.”
“You’re out here a lot. You call all the time.”
“Yeah, but I never know what’s really going on. I think Dad puts on a happy face for me.”
“That’s probably true. You used to do that for him, too. You were a one-girl show. Housekeeper, therapist, entertainer.”
“I just did what had to be done.”
“Maybe Cal should have looked out for you more.”
“Cheering him up cheered me, too.” Look happy and you’ll be happy. That was what she tried with everyone but Deck. With him, the mask fell away. It was falling away right now.
“It’s hard for me to be here,” she said. “It’s like I get ambushed. I miss my mother so bad I feel sick. It’s ridiculous. Eleven years have passed. What’s my problem?”
“You left so soon after she died. Maybe that’s why.”
“I think losing our parents so young changed the course of our lives. I escaped to New York and you got trapped at the Lazy J.”
“That’s pretty dramatic. You were going to New York anyway. And I told you I liked working the ranch.”
“Still…”
“Hey, hey. No regrets, remember? Live life with relish…” He paused for her to finish the old joke.
“And mustard?”
They laughed, looking into each other’s eyes, sharing the warm memory. She felt close to him again.
“I think hard times make us stronger, Callie.”
“I don’t know about that. I was a mess.” Every day had been a fight to stay at the surface, a desperate dogpaddle or she’d drop to the bottom like a stone. “If it hadn’t been for you…” Deck had held her up. Deck and his warm arms and good heart.
“We were both in the same foxhole.”
“Not exactly the same.” The deeper pain rose like the hot steam around her. “You didn’t cause your dad’s death.” She swallowed, struggling with emotion. She usually danced away from this idea.
“Your mother fell asleep driving. You weren’t in the car.”
“It was for my party. She drove all the way to Phoenix to get the stuff. If I’d settled for pizza at Dino’s, she’d be alive today.” She swallowed and blinked, embarrassed.
“Hey…” Deck moved to hug her, keeping the embrace high on their bodies. “I hate to see you in pain.”
“I know.” He had always been there for her. His skin against hers felt so right. She rested her cheek on his chest. It felt so good, as calming as back then.
Just like that, the moment changed. The comfort hug turned into something else, something more intense. Callie became aware of a hitch in Deck’s breathing and her own. His arms around her were strong and sure, his fingers dug in.
She should push back. He should back off. Neither of them moved. She became aware of a tight ache between her legs.
They were inches apart. All either of them had to do was shift slightly forward and they’d be body to body, thigh to thigh, her breasts against his chest, her belly against his erection. It would feel so good. Like before, but new, too.
She ached to move closer.
“I remember how we were,” Deck said, his voice rough.
They had to stop. This was dangerous.
“Me, too.” She began to tremble. She wanted him so badly. She wanted to see how they would be together—without the grief and the frantic desperation. She’d been a girl, inexperienced in sex. Now she was a woman and knew exactly what to do and what she wanted. “I’d never felt like that before.”
Or since, for that matter. Deck hadn’t been her first, but sex with Taylor had been awkward and fast and all about him. Deck and she had moved together like two halves of a whole.
“We were young,” Deck said, shifting infinitesimally closer. His chest grazed her breasts.
The ache between her legs felt like an injury. She wanted to lunge at him.
“Sex was new.” Deck’s eyes burned at her.
“Does sex ever get old?” Never with Deck. She couldn’t imagine that happening. “It was more than that.” She had to say it. She’d loved his seriousness, his self-confidence. He’d seemed free and brave and adult.
“Yeah,” he said. “It was more.” They were in trouble now, lost in the past, in their soft words, their naked nearness. “Lots more.” With a decisive move, he pulled her against him, let her feel his hardness, took her backside in both his hands.
What are we doing? She couldn’t say the words. She could only melt against him, weak with relief.
Deck’s mouth found hers, his lips warm and giving, his tongue pressing gently, wanting in. She opened to him, welcomed his tongue, the slow slide of his lips on hers. The kiss was like water after a desperate thirst. She couldn’t get enough. She wrapped her arms around him, dug in with her fingers, pushed her own tongue into his mouth, tasting him again, remembering, but discovering, too. They’d been kids.
How had this happened?
It was the champagne, the moonlight, the hot springs and the memories. It was the way he smelled of cedar and sunshine. It was all that they’d meant to each other. And maybe more.
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DECK WAS FOGGY on exactly how he’d ended up with Callie in his arms, her sweet tongue in hot pursuit of his own, but he wasn’t one bit sorry.
He’d started it, he knew that. He’d meant to comfort her, but the past had come rushing back and they were so close and so naked in the water that he couldn’t stop himself.
He gripped her backside with both hands. She moaned and trembled, wrapping her legs around his waist, locking on with her heels, as if for dear life.
He felt the hot drive to be inside her, making her come, coming himself, and fought to slow down, to manage this rush of need. He felt like a starving man dropped into a banquet.
Callie pulled back and looked at him, panting, her gaze flying across his face. “What are we doing?” She sounded scared.
“Acting crazy,” he said, taking her mouth again.
She pulled away and looked at him, her eyes dazed. “Completely crazy.” She blinked and shook her head, clearly fighting for control. “This would get complicated. We have to work together. Sex can make things weird. Plus…birth control…”
“True.” What was wrong with him? He hadn’t even paused to consider a condom. She was so beautiful, her eyes glittering, wanting him, her lips puffy from his assault. He wanted her so bad. He groaned. He couldn’t help it.
“Don’t do that,” she said, as if begging for mercy. “I’m on the pill, though. And if you’re healthy…?”
“I am. Completely. Very, very healthy.”
She stared at him. “No. It’s a bad idea.” She shook her head, then looked at him, clearly wanting him to disagree.
“Very bad.” Callie meant too much to him to act out of blind lust. Already, long-dormant feelings stirred within him. They could stop now, no harm done.
Then Callie darted in for a kiss, as if for a last taste of the forbidden. Her tongue pushed in, sampled him. She held his face in both hands while she explored him with her mouth. “But you taste so good.” She moaned, rubbing against him. “You feel so good. I just—” She kissed him again, her whole body trembling, her hips rocking in response to a primal need she seemed powerless to oppose.
He had to touch her, so he braced her bottom with one hand and slid his other between her legs to stroke her where she was swollen with need.
“Oh, oh, oooh.” She jolted as if electrified. “Deck, if you keep on…if you do more…” She pushed against his fingers, which slid the length of her, making her quiver violently. “You just…oh, you can’t…oh…”
He lowered his mouth to take her nipple between his lips. His cock ached to be inside her. His fingers kept pace with her hip movements.
She pushed a palm against his chest. “Wait,” she said, panting for air.
He released her nipple, stopped his fingers. “You want to stop?”
“We should. You know we should.” She paused. “But I don’t want to.” She went for his mouth again. That’s my girl.
“What about you?” she managed to say. “Do you want to stop?”
With her body against him, ripe with arousal, her breathing ragged, her eyes begging for more, he had no choice. “Not on your life,” he said. He wanted to plunge into her and stroke them both into oblivion.
Somewhere in his half-gone brain he knew he was a fool, but at the moment he didn’t care at all.
“Why are we doing this?” she said, her fingers around his shaft, moving up and down, killing him, making lust surge through him as unstoppable as the blood in his veins.
“For old times’ sake,” he offered, stroking her again.
“That’s good. For old times.” She could hardly talk. “Get…inside…me.” She spread her legs, guided him to the place and he thrust upward, going deep, making her cry out.
“Oh. Yes, that is it.” She threw back her head, then brought it forward on the last word.
“You feel so good,” he said, pulling out, then pushing in. Her inner muscles squeezed him, urging him onward. He fought for a steady rhythm. He found her mouth and drank in her desperate breaths, drawing mews and sighs of pleasure from her. He cupped one breast, rolling the nipple between his fingers until she squealed in sweet agony.
His body was alive with the need for her. He would never get enough. The water steamed around them, splashing with their movements. Her ankles locked at his waist, she rocked faster, fighting for her climax. She used to panic like this, rub them both raw, as she raced for the finish line she feared she’d never reach.
“Slow a little,” he whispered, gripping her hips, forcing her to stop. “Remember? Let it build.”
She stilled and looked at him, dazed, struggling to make sense of his words.
He had to smile. “You’ll get there,” he said in her ear. “I know you.” He shifted so he could push the base of his shaft against her clit.
“Oh, yeah.” She shivered and a slow smile spread across her face. “I will. I definitely will.”
She began to move, slower this time, squeezing his cock with her inner muscles, wiggling side to side, kissing him, sucking at his tongue, pushing her hips against his, making him suffer and fight not to explode too soon.
He groaned, then thrust hard, deep inside her, gratified by her gasp, by the flare of pleasure in her eyes.
They sped now, both of them, moving together, lifting higher, tighter, closer and closer. He tracked her reactions, her gasps, the rhythm of her hips, the way she held him with her body. He fought to stay with her, to not be too soon, to not interfere with the delicate trigger of her release. She began to breathe the way she did before she shot off.
“That’s it,” he said. “I can feel you.”
“Oh…oh…oh…” she said, as if the roller coaster had just topped the rise and she was about to plunge into the joy of the speeding descent. “I’m coming,” she cried out, going rigid, straining every muscle.
He came, too, nearly blacking out with the force of it, holding her body, keeping her head safe from the rock, losing himself in her sounds, her body, the way she clung to him, the rush and wonder of this most basic human act.
After their bodies stilled, they breathed into the night, holding each other, looking over each other’s shoulders.
The world came back to Deck with a jolt.
He swore she’d been struck the same way. She went completely still, then leaned back to look at him. “Wow.”
“Yeah,” he said. “Are you okay?”
“Sure. I’m great.” She hugged him, but it was a get-me-out-of-here embrace. She was embarrassed, he could tell. She backed toward the opposite side of the springs. “I should get back. It’s so late.” She gave a hesitant smile, then pushed herself up and out of the water.
He lifted a towel so she wouldn’t be chilled in the cool air, but he stayed in the spring. “There’s room.” He nodded at his bedroll. What? Did he think they’d sleep under the stars?
“Thanks, but I need solid sleep tonight.”
“Bedroll’s thick. You won’t feel the rocks.”
“That’s not what will keep me awake and you know it.”
“Good point.” Why was he dragging this out? “Shall I walk you back?”
“No, no. I’m a big girl. Just relax and enjoy.” She tied on her robe, wrapped her hair in the other towel, grabbed the ice bucket, the nearly empty bottle of champagne, then the glass, which slipped from her nervous fingers.
He caught it midair. “Don’t think this to death, Callie.”
“I won’t. Don’t you, either. Don’t think. Whatever.” She flapped off in her flimsy rubber shoes. A few yards away, she turned back, shot him a smile, then soldiered on. Her stiff half run told him she was already sorry about what they’d done.
He should be sorry, too, but he wasn’t. Having her in his arms felt right. He wanted more. Now that he was sorry about.
 
CALLIE WOKE smelling metal and dirt. It was her hair, which had picked up the mineral scent of the springs. It all came back to her in a rush. She’d had sex with Deck. The kind of sex where you couldn’t wait for more.
For old times’ sake? Come on. Who were they kidding? The only consolation was that Deck had had no more self-control than she’d had.
They would just have to act normal today. The whole incident had seemed like a dream anyway. Deck was a practical guy. He’d probably already tucked it away in his mind. Done and done.
The sex wouldn’t quite leave her, though. The shower made it worse, hot water pouring down her body like Deck’s wet hands.
To distract herself, she tried Dahlia’s shampoo and conditioner. They smelled of herbs and citrus. The shampoo had a nice lather, the conditioner was creamy. Once she’d dried off, she tried the lotion, which went on smoothly with a lingering moisture that wasn’t greasy. Dahlia’s products were definitely worth considering for the spa. That was a relief.
She dressed quickly and set off for her busy day. The most important thing was meeting with the first contractor this afternoon. After the second bid tomorrow, she hoped to sign with one or the other.
Intending to go over her plans with her father, she checked his room. He was already up and gone. Maybe doing the early trail ride with Dahlia. Callie skimmed downstairs, then slipped to the breakfast buffet to grab something. Several guests were putting away their plates, no doubt heading for the ride.
Cooky, the long-time cook, waved at her as she passed the kitchen. He made decent ranch fare and his baked goods were heaven. This morning the buffet held lard-fried eggs, flapjacks with fresh preserves, sausage patties, thick bacon, cornbread and caramel-cinnamon rolls as big as a child’s head, one of Cooky’s specialties.
For the resort, she would have to hire a fine chef and offer gourmet fare with Western options. That was the trend. She’d bet that Cooky, who was well past retirement age, wouldn’t leave the kitchen until they pried the spatula from his cold, dead fingers. She sighed. That would be a tough conversation.
She caught Rosita on her way to dust and air the casitas and told her she’d catch up with her to do an inventory on needed improvements. Rosita would have year-round staff to manage, which meant a raise Callie hoped would entice her to stay.
In a hurry now, Callie wrapped a caramel-cinnamon roll in a napkin, grabbed a mug of coffee and set off to meet Rosita.
In the corral, she saw the riders were climbing onto their horses. There was Deck. Her heart fluttered at the sight of him. Calm down, she told herself. It’s just another morning on the ranch. Still, she went over to speak to him.
He was squatting beside a small blond girl next to a horse. A man and a woman looked on from their own mounts. Her parents, she was certain. The little girl was obviously scared.
Deck patted the horse. “Daisy loves to give rides to little girls,” he said.
“She does?” The girl looked up at the horse, which must look monstrous to her, then back to Deck.
“Here’s how nice Daisy is. See that fly.” He pointed at an insect on Daisy’s flank. “Daisy’s so gentle she lets that fly go for a ride, instead of flicking it off with her tail like all the other horses do.”
The girl laughed.
“You just show her with your knees and the reins which way to go. Want to give her a try?”
The girl considered the horse again before turning back to Deck with a somber nod. He swung her into the saddle. Fear flickered across her face, but Deck placed her hands on the pommel and reassured her as he fitted her feet into the stirrups.
As Deck led Daisy in a slow circle, the little girl gradually relaxed until she was smiling. “This is fun,” she called to her parents, who grinned with relief.
The ranch hand leading the ride started off and the guests fell into line behind him. Deck noticed Callie and came over. “Hey,” he said, his eyes soft. “You get your sleep?”
“More or less.” She flashed on being in his arms.
“Can I have a bite?” He nodded at the roll. “Cooky makes them with extra caramel when you’re here.”
“That’s nice of him.” She extended the roll and watched him bite into it. His tongue flicked out for a bit of frosting. The man turned eating into a sex act.
She handed over her coffee mug and he took a sip. Handing it back, his face got serious. “Listen, about last night…” He was going to point out that it was a one-time deal they should just forget about.
No way was she letting him say it first. “Forget last night. We were under the influence. Hot springs…champagne…old times. We didn’t stand a chance.”
“Right. Good.” Clouds crossed his face again. Or maybe it was the shadow of his hat. She couldn’t read him at all now.
“You were sweet with that little girl,” she said, changing the subject fast, before he could notice how upset she was. “Do you like working with the guests?”
“When I have time. The ranch keeps me busy. At least until now.” He hesitated, looked at the ground, then back at her. “I’ll stay until you get squared away, Callie. After that, I’ll be gone.”
“I see.” Why did she feel slapped? There was a spark of something in his eye—disapproval, exasperation, irritation. Tension sprang between them again as if they’d never been in each other’s warm, wet arms. “Up to you, Deck. You seen my dad?”
“They headed off to Tucson. Some Native American herb show. He said to tell you he’ll be back this afternoon.”
“Thanks.” She wanted him here for the contractor visit.
“I’d better get back to it,” Deck said. He turned away abruptly, shoving his hat harder onto his head.
She felt dismissed. What had she expected him to say? He was mad about her and had to have more? What was the point of that?
The morning went downhill from there.
First she saw that the casitas were in worse shape than she’d expected. The three adobe ones, historic though they were, would have to go. They smelled like mud and Rosita gave her an earful about how hard they were to clean.
Then the contractor called to cancel. He was too busy for another job. Worst of all, when she called to verify the second builder’s visit, his secretary said he didn’t have it on his calendar and was swamped until next summer, anyway.
Now what? Swallowing her frustration, she decided she’d track down another contractor and keep moving. A little glitch. It was only the first day, after all.
Her stomach was rumbling, so she headed into town for lunch and to pick up the mail. As she drove down Main, she noticed that Taylor’s new strip of offices had a few vacancies. She hoped that wasn’t a problem for him.
She parked in the older part of downtown, grabbed the mail—the post office was at the back of a gift shop—then headed into Ruby’s Diner. The smells—lemon meringue, hamburger grease, milkshakes and coffee—brought back happy memories of hanging with her friends. Until her mom died, life had seemed effortless to her. She’d had no idea how bad things could get. Fighting the twist in her chest, Callie moved forward. She always did.
“Well, if it isn’t my girl.” Taylor Loft stepped away from the counter and grinned his old grin. He looked good in the crisp uniform and he’d stayed fit. His eyes seemed a little different, kind of wounded, a little wary. That came from working with criminals, no doubt, or maybe a painful divorce—Julie had been the one to leave, she knew.
“Hello, Taylor,” she said, accepting his hug. He held her just a few seconds too long. She hoped he had a girlfriend because she hadn’t felt a twinge of interest in him on any return visit. If he got flirty…ish. The truth was she doubted she’d ever been truly attracted to him. They’d been friends, had friends in common, and he’d been wild about her. That had been enough at the time.
“You haven’t changed a bit, has she, Ruby?” Taylor said.
“Hell, Taylor, she’s here every few months. What’s to change?” Callie liked Ruby’s sadder-but-wiser kindness with a twist of sarcasm. She was a straight shooter and a good friend to all. “Sit anywhere, Callie. I’ll be right with you.”
“You care for company?” Taylor asked.
“Sure.” She slid into a booth and he sat across from her. “Your office building looks good,” she said to steer the conversation away from personal questions.
“Development’s a good fit for me. I take after my great-great-granddad that way. Abrazo has to grow or die, I believe.”
“What can I get you?” Ruby said, giving Callie an eye roll over Taylor’s big talk. He was trying to impress her. In high school, he’d been humble about his popularity and football success and leaned on her for praise.
She ordered a salad and a diet Coke.
“You have time for a meal, Chief Loft, or is the call of crime too strong?” Ruby’s sarcasm nearly dripped onto the table.
“I’ll have the strip steak rare, no sides. And coffee. From a fresh pot, not the usual mud.” He winked at Ruby.
“Got it,” she said. “Don’t let him shovel it too deep, Callie, or I’ll never get the place mopped out.”
When Ruby was gone, Taylor shook his head. “That woman can sure dish it out.”
Callie liked that he’d let Ruby’s insults slide off his back. He’d grown past his high school insecurity.
“God, it’s good to see you,” he said with a boyish grin. “You look great, like I said.”
“Thanks. You, too.”
“I work at it.” He patted his belly. “Gotta make an effort when you’re single.” Hurt flashed in his face, then flew away.
“I was so sorry to hear about you and Julie.”
“Don’t be. Starter marriage. No biggie. When I got back from the army, we were both lonely. At least we didn’t have kids, so no one got hurt.” Except him, she could see plainly on his face. Her heart went out to him.
“You still with that guy your dad mentioned to me? Steven?”
“Stefan. Yeah,” she said, cringing at the fib. They were still partners, if not lovers.
“So how’s that going?” He sounded way too hopeful.
“Ups and downs. You know.” Faking a boyfriend would be the best way to save Taylor’s ego, she figured.
Their order arrived and they dug in.
“So, Cal says you’ve got plans for the ranch,” Taylor said after a bit.
“I do. Yes.” She told him a brief version of her plan.
“That’s ambitious,” he said. “Take it from me, construction gets more complicated than you expect. I learned the hard way. You get a loan?” He sounded kind, not nosy.
“I have investors, yes,” she said.
“Think they’d be interested in opportunities around here?”
“They’re mostly East Coast. Vacation properties.”
“You never know.” He paused. “So when do you start work?”
“Not sure at the moment, to tell you the truth. I need a builder. I lost the two contractors I had leads on.”
“Yeah?” He put down his fork and grinned. “I just might have the solution to your problem. My guy. Garrett Templeton. He built my complex. He’s out of Albuquerque. New around here.”
“Do you think he would be available?”
“For a friend of mine? Of course.”
“If I could have his number, that would be great.”
“I’ll do you one better.” He fished a BlackBerry from his front pocket and began clicking buttons.
“You don’t have to do this now.”
“Now’s when you need the help.” He patted her hand. “I’m here for you, Callie. Besides, he needs local referrals.”
“I really appreciate this.”
In seconds, he had the guy on the phone and filled him in, winking at her while he gave directions to the Triple C. “He’ll be out first thing in the morning.” He slid the BlackBerry into his shirt pocket, then gave it a triumphant pat.
“He did a good job for you? On time? Reasonable bid?”
“Yeah, yeah. He’s great.”
“Thanks so much, Taylor. I really, really appreciate this.”
“I can fast-track your permits, too. I know people.”
“That would be great.”
He tilted his head and his gaze went soft. “We had some good times, huh?”
“That was so long ago.” Enough dredging up the past.
“What’s changed?” Taylor shrugged. “Life’s high school. People on top stay up. People on the bottom stay down. You and I were always on top. And now you’re back.”
“Just for the renovation. A few months.”
“I should take you to dinner in Tucson one of these nights. We can catch up, talk about old times.”
“Once I get a handle on the job, sure,” she said. She could hardly say no after the help he’d been. She had Stefan for protection, at least. “I’m swamped right now.”
“Even big-shot resort developers have to eat sometime. We can do wine, a nice meal, maybe find some music.” He gave her the eager puppy look that used to charm her. Now it annoyed her.
Before she could respond, the entrance bell clanged and in walked Deck. Save me was her first thought. “Hey, Deck.”
“Callie.” His eyes softened, then he noticed Taylor. “Chief.” He nodded, his jaw tight.
“How’s it going, cowboy?” Taylor said. “Sorry about the meeting last night. Your commissioners played hooky. Must have been a game on.”
“There was a game, all right,” Deck said levelly.
“Taylor saved my butt. He hooked me up with a contractor after I lost my builders,” Callie said to lighten the moment.
“Is that so?”
Taylor kept watching Callie.
“By the way, Chief, check with the high school principal,” Deck said, his hostility like heat off a summer sidewalk. “She knows something about who vandalized the town Welcome sign. Some students with black ink on their hands and a lame story.”
“I’ve heard a dozen theories. It’s just kids being kids. The sign’s fixed. Let it go.”
“How’s your pop doing?” Deck asked, but the question wasn’t friendly. “He’s out in Green Valley, right?”
“Good. Plays a lot of golf. Entertains the ladies.”
“Tell him we miss him for me, would you?” Taylor’s father had been police chief before he’d retired.
Deck’s dig registered in Taylor’s face.
“See you later,” Deck spoke to Callie, then moved off.
Taylor stabbed at his steak, clearly fighting anger. He shot a look at her. “That guy…Always the superior asshole, throwing his weight around. He’s got the mayor in his back pocket. They’re locked in the past, the two of ’em. They’d run this town into the ground if they could.”
“I guess people have different opinions and ways of—”
“You ever wonder why he’s hanging around your ranch, brownnosing your dad?” he said, leaning forward.
“My dad needed help and he wanted the work.”
Taylor snorted. “Don’t kid yourself. He’s after the ranch. He thinks Cal’s in trouble and figures to steal it for a song.”
“Why would you say that?”
“People talk, Callie. He was sniffing after a loan at the bank.” He seemed to catch himself. “Sorry to be so hard with you, but not everyone is as good-hearted as you are.”
“I imagine you see the dark side in your job,” she said.
“Just don’t trust him. That’s all I’m saying.”
At least Taylor’s nasty attitude toward Deck had nothing to do with when she and Deck had been together. She hadn’t deliberately hidden the relationship, but it felt too private, too linked to her grief, to breathe a word about it.
At school, she had forced herself to be the optimistic, bubbly girl everyone expected. The pity on people’s faces had been torture, so she’d fought hard to act normal.
Only Deck had known her secret agony.
She looked over to where he was talking to two men at the counter. One patted his shoulder, as if to thank him. He took a few more steps before a woman stopped him to talk. At the next booth, a couple with a child spoke to him.
He’d mentioned being busy with civic stuff, which might be what Taylor meant about him throwing his weight around. Could Deck be after the ranch? He certainly acted proprietary about the place and he disdained her plan. But he was reserved, not secretive and direct, not sneaky. If he wanted the Triple C, he would have told her straight out. Wouldn’t he?
As if he felt her gaze, he shot her a sharp look. What are you doing with that guy? He would no doubt warn her against Taylor just as Taylor had warned her against him. Had to be some male-primate, chest-thumping routine. She sighed.
Meanwhile, Taylor was smiling tenderly at her. “Hiring Templeton gives me an excuse to come out and see you now and then.”
“That will be…nice.” Just great. As if she didn’t have enough trouble with one rekindled flame. Now she had Taylor to handle. Judging from his hopeful, tender expression, she’d need kid gloves.
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RETURNING TO THE RANCH, Callie saw her father and Dahlia getting out of one of the ranch pickups. Dahlia held a shopping bag, and when she saw Callie she beamed.
“You should see what I picked up,” she said, holding out the sack. “I got some great herbs I can’t wait to use.” Near Callie she stilled, then leaned close to Callie’s hair and sniffed. “That’s my shampoo and conditioner!” She sniffed again. “My lotion, too!”
“Uh, yeah,” Callie said, unsettled by the woman’s bloodhound act. “I liked them a lot.”
“Oh, I am so happy,” Dahlia said. “Did you hear that, Calvin? She liked my products.”
“That’s no surprise,” Callie’s father said.
“We’ll need to discuss pricing and quantities for an order,” Callie said. “A small one at first.”
“I am so, so excited. This is fabulous. Isn’t it, Calvin?”
“It’s fabulous.”
His voice was so weak, Callie’s gaze shot to his face. “Are you all right, Dad?”
“Just a little tired.” He smiled.
“He needs some protein,” Dahlia said, reaching into her voluminous satchel. She pulled out a wrapped bar, which she handed to him. “I need to make us lunch.” She went into the ranch house.
Her father bit into the nut bar, then made a face. “Ick. What I want is one of Cooky’s jalapeño bacon burgers, but we’re watching my cholesterol.” He winked and linked arms with Callie as they headed in.
Inside the family kitchen, Dahlia had pulled a compartmentalized plastic container from her satchel and was looking over the labeled sections. “I know exactly what tea we need,” she said, tapping a square.
Peppermint. Go peppermint.
“No food for me,” Callie said to Dahlia. “I just ate.” She turned to her father. “While she’s cooking, maybe you and I could talk over the plans?”
“Excellent idea. I wanted to talk to you, too. We’ll be in my office, sweetheart,” he said to Dahlia.
“Oh. Okay. Sure. And while we eat, you and I can talk about the spa products, Callie? Maybe you can nibble…?”
“Sure,” she said. “That would be great.” Might as well get it over with. Which was no way to feel about the woman her father loved. Dahlia took some getting used to.
They headed for her father’s office at the back of the house. “Isn’t she something?” her father said as they walked. “She carries her life around in that satchel. Of course, having to travel between our places, she doesn’t have much choice.”
“Are you thinking of changing that?” she asked. “I mean, the living arrangements?”
“I’d like Dahlia to move here, sure,” he said, then frowned. “But she loves her house. We’ll have to see.”
“You wouldn’t move to Tucson, would you? The ranch is your home.” Surely Dahlia wouldn’t force him to leave it.
“Sure it is. It’s the family home.” There was some hesitation in his voice—as if he wanted her approval or a confirmation. Before she could probe, they were inside the office, crowded with bookshelves and big furniture and framed photos of the ranch. The desk groaned with papers and folders and an older computer.
“How do you find anything, Dad?” she asked, welcoming the leather and pipe-tobacco scent. Dahlia had gotten him to give up his pipe, she knew, and for which she was grateful.
“I know what I need when I need it and where to find it,” he said, sitting on the worn leather sofa under a window. She sat beside him. This was where he’d taught her to play checkers and always let her win.
“So,” he said, “best to get right to it. Deck tells me you want to sell off the herd and the acres by the river.”
“Deck told you?”
“I have to say that I’m with Deck. That land is zoned for grazing, not housing. And let’s not be hasty with the livestock.”
Anger stabbed Callie. Deck had run to her father to criticize her plans? That was more than insulting—it was devious. “The cattle cost us more than we net right now, Dad. I’m trying to save the ranch. We have to cut losses. The best cash source is a higher occupancy rate. And, as I told Deck, I was considering selling those acres. It’s only an option.”
“I wish you’d give Deck a chance,” he said gently. “He’s right that I let the herd dwindle. He has some ideas on advertising and such that might work.”
She fought to stay calm. “I’ve done the research and the math. Business as usual won’t cut it. A few ads and some steers won’t reverse the decline. You asked for my help, Dad. I thought you gave me full rein.”
“I know. And I’m not second-guessing you. I just wish you’d take it slower. You were always in such a rush, even as a girl. Take a deep breath, study all the options, then make a move.”
“I know what I’m doing. This is my business.” She had a plan and a schedule and she couldn’t afford delays.
“Deck knows the ranch and how things work out here. Between the two of you, you’ll nail this, I know.”
She stared at him, fighting not to snap. She’d dealt with clients like him—they wanted improvements, but not if they had to change their business model or approach.
Callie knew she could pull out all the charts and graphs and profit/loss statements in the world, but it wouldn’t change her father’s mind. He needed time to adjust to the paradigm shift. She had to be patient. She wanted to do this right. Soon enough, she’d be back to New York and her life. She sighed.
“I won’t sell anything right away. And I’ll talk with Deck.” Oh, yeah. The minute she could get out of here. “But I’m going ahead with the resort changeover. Are you okay with that?”
“Of course. I gave you full rein.”
“I have a contractor coming out early in the morning. I’d like you to meet him with me.”
“I can’t, I’m afraid. There’s a concert in Tucson, so I’ll stay at Dahlia’s overnight. Deck can be my stand-in.”
“Your stand-in?” This was too much.
“With the two of you working together, what could go wrong?”
Plenty. Everything. Her simmering anger was sending up stinging splashes. “Where is Deck, by the way?”
“Out in the south pasture, I believe. He drove some fencing supplies out to the hands.”
Her father seemed to pick up her tension. “I meant it when I said the place is yours to do what you want. I just don’t want you to disappoint yourself. You always put your heart on the line.”
“I know what I’m doing, Dad.”
Dahlia tapped on the door, then peeked in. “Lunch is on!”
In the kitchen Dahlia poured sienna-colored tea into three mugs. A tray of falafel and a bowl of Greek salad rested on the table.
Callie would drink a little tea to be polite, then take off. The brew smelled bitter, not minty. She held her breath and sipped. The biting liquid shriveled her tongue, just as Deck had described. “This is different,” she said, dumping in more honey.
“Isn’t it amazing?” Dahlia beamed. “It’s hibiscus, rose hips, ginseng and a sprinkle of my little secret.”
“It’s quite…intense.”
“That’s because it’s fresh. You’ll feel clear-headed and vibrant today, I promise.”
“I need that, all right,” she said. Got anything for seething frustration? She couldn’t wait to confront Deck. What if he was trying to sabotage her so he could buy the ranch? Maybe he’d changed, after all. Or maybe she’d overestimated him from the beginning.
“My beauty aides offer the same healing properties for the skin,” Dahlia continued. “They repair free radical damage and rejuvenate cells. It’s the ingredients, of course. My base is jojoba oil. Then I add various natural elements—aloe vera, yucca root, mesquite honeycomb, desert sage….”
As Dahlia rattled on, Callie wanted to scream. Her heart was racing, her scalp felt tight and she’d begun to sweat. Probably all the held-back tension. “I’m sorry, but I really need to talk to Deck. How about we meet about your products tonight?”
“Oh, but we have a concert.” Dahlia sounded stricken.
“Then tomorrow? If you get here early in the morning, you can meet the contractor, Dad. I’d like that.”
“Deck will do right by the Triple C. I won’t interfere. I won’t have time. Dahlia keeps me too busy.”
“Too busy?” Dahlia asked. “Do you feel like I push you?”
“Only when I need it.” He reached for her hand.
“That’s good.” She relaxed. “Drink your tea, darling.”
Very sweet, but it put Callie’s teeth on edge. She barreled outdoors, only to find nothing to drive except the ATV used for spraying ditch banks, a tractor or a horse. She chose Wiley, hoping she wouldn’t give the poor guy a stroke riding full-out.
Wiley managed an easy gallop, and the pleasure of riding him distracted her a little from her anger at Deck, though her heart was doing an odd race-thump she couldn’t attribute to her irritation. What the hell was it?
Soon she could see the truck and the hands working on the fence. She stopped Wiley in the shade of a mesquite, looped the reins over a branch, then started toward the workers.
Deck headed her way, looking curious and concerned. “Is something the matter?” he asked when he was close.
“Yes, something’s the matter.” She ignored her heart’s strange rhythm and focused on what she’d come for. “You undercut me with my father. You said I was wrong about the ranch.”
“He asked me what I thought and I told him,” he said calmly. “I said the same thing to you, Callie. What’s the big deal?”
“Are you after the Triple C? Is that what this is about?”
He paused and something flickered in his eyes.
“So it’s true. You do want the ranch.”
“I considered making your pop an offer, yeah.”
“And you looked into getting a loan.”
“Where did you hear that?”
“Abrazo is a small town. Word gets around.”
“It was Loft, wasn’t it? If you believe more than a third of the BS he spews, you’re a fool.”
“He has an equally high opinion of you, Deck. As far as Taylor goes, I appreciate the help of a friend.”
“You think that lazy, conniving asshole would do a thing for you without payback? He’s not your friend, Callie. He wants in your pants.”
Possibly true, but Deck had no basis to say that. “You’re a fine one to talk about being conniving. When exactly were you going to tell me you wanted to buy the ranch?”
“Cal said you were coming out, so that was that. Why bring it up?”
“And it’s just a coincidence, huh? That you were trying to talk him out of the changes I want to make?”
“Look, if the Triple C were mine, I’d tighten the operation and grow organic beef. I wouldn’t pander to bored tourists. But Cal handed the place over to you. If that’s what you’re into, go for it.” He shrugged. “I hope you realize it’s a hell of a lot more work than planning a party.”
“What?” His smug look sent the truth roaring through her. “I get it. You think if you discourage me I’ll give up and you can buy the ranch from Dad.” She was seeing red now, burning with betrayal. “I never would have thought that of you.”
“You think I would plot against you?” he said, low and angry. “You know me better than that, Callie.”
“I don’t know what I know. I thought you were my friend.”
“I am your friend. You want to build Club Med in the desert, go for it. Your father asked my opinion and I gave it. My conscience is clear.”
He was telling the truth and she knew it. Had known it. Deck would never hurt her or her father. Why was she so outraged? So eager to fight with him?
“What’s going on?” He stared at her. “You’re pissed at me after last night. That’s what this is about.”
“That’s not true,” she said faintly, though she began to wonder. There had been a measure of relief to have a reason to be angry at Deck.
“I am your friend, Callie,” he said again, fire burning in his eyes. “And as your friend I have to warn you about Loft. His dad was an honorable guy who worked hard for the town. I don’t know what went wrong with Taylor. Maybe he expected the sea to part because his dad was chief, and when it didn’t, he decided to cheat. I’ve seen his handiwork. Don’t trust the guy. For your own good.”
There was that smug tone, that I-know-best arrogance that burned her up, even when he was right. “What is it with you and Taylor? Are you jealous of him?”
“Of Loft?” He snorted. “Frankly, I don’t know what you ever saw in that clown.” He glared at her and she glared right back. He was jealous, even if he wouldn’t admit it.
“I know what I’m doing, Deck,” she said, ignoring the Taylor argument to return to the ranch. “My father seems to think you have all the answers. He insists I include you in the plan.”
“Smart man,” he said.
“Whatever. The contractor will be here early. I’d like you there for any questions I can’t answer.”
“I can do that.” He paused. “Listen, at least check the builder out. Talk to other clients besides Loft.” He raised his hands. “Sorry. Like you keep saying, you know what you’re doing.”
“And if I want your input, I’ll ask for it.” Now she seemed to be trying to out-asshole him.
“You’re the boss.” He ran a finger along the brim of his hat in a mock salute, just this side of sarcastic.
“And please refrain from going behind my back to talk to my father.”
“Your father knows his own mind. Take a deep breath here. I’m on your side. I just happen to disagree with you.”
“Then we understand each other.”
She would check out Garrett Templeton because it was sensible, not because Deck told her to do it. He made her so damn defensive.
He had a point about her anger, though. The aftermath of sex at the springs still bothered her. She’d been irritated by his casual response, alarmed by how much it had meant to her.
Okay, so he was right about that. He was wrong about the resort and if he couldn’t help her, then he’d better stay out of her way.
 
CALLIE LIKED Garrett Templeton right away. His bid was reasonable, he had money-saving ideas, and he seemed enthusiastic about the project. Deck showed up as requested, but said little and disappeared the minute Garrett left. The tension between them had been palpable.
After Garrett left, Callie put in calls to two of his previous clients, talked with Stefan and read her e-mail. Looking for travel writers she might pitch a story to, she learned that the National Travel Writers Association would be holding a conference in Phoenix in late April. Groups like that often booked nearby excursions for before and after the meeting.
Rancho de Descanso could be ready by then, even adding time to Garrett’s optimistic estimates. On the Web site, she found the name and number of the conference chair. A half hour later, her infectious enthusiasm and rock-bottom bid earned her a tentative yes. What a coup. She would save thousands in advertising dollars, plus good reviews from travel writers meant credibility she couldn’t buy.
Good, good, good. Callie was working her magic. Things were beginning to click. To top off the morning’s good news, Finn Markham from Valhalla e-mailed that he’d be out in two weeks to see the ranch.
Buoyed by her success, she decided to hit Ernie’s for some healthy snacks to keep her from succumbing too often to Cooky’s deadly caramel-cinnamon rolls. She swung by the kitchen to see if she could pick up groceries for him. He seemed so happy to see her, she dreaded telling him he’d no longer be ranch chef.
Cooky’s list in hand, she climbed into the ranch’s oldest pickup to head for town. She was flying down the dirt road halfway to the highway when the truck abruptly quit on her.
She tried the starter twice. Nothing. Slamming the steering wheel with her palm, she swore a blue streak, then got out to check under the hood, which was a pointless exercise.
Unless the truck needed water or oil, she didn’t have a clue what to do. It was two miles to the highway, where she could hitch a ride to town, except then she’d need a ride back with a load of groceries. Her only choice was to walk back to the ranch and snag another vehicle. She hoped that more than the ATV and Wiley remained.
Looking up the endless dirt road, she wanted to scream in frustration. The pace out here was maddening. No one seemed to mind delays or distractions or side trips. Even Garrett had sounded pretty laid back. She hoped that wouldn’t mean he couldn’t meet her deadline. She would be so glad to get back to New York, where things moved fast—a speed she preferred.
She trudged down the road, wishing she had something to occupy her mind—a book, a magazine. She could think through some marketing ideas, but she brainstormed better at a keyboard.
She hated being stuck with her own thoughts.
As she walked, she couldn’t help but notice how pleasant it was out here. The sun felt just warm enough. A light breeze lifted her hair and brought the smell of the river to her. Nice. The hills were a pretty blue in the distance. The sky was bright blue with cotton-ball clouds.
Enjoy the moment, she told herself. Be here now. That was a common theme in meditation, therapy and stress management, though she’d never had much luck with any of them.
She looked back to check how far she’d traveled. The truck sat on the road barely two football fields away. Damn, damn, damn. She’d lose the whole day this way. She turned back and began to race-walk. Might as well get a workout.
A few yards farther and she heard a vehicle approaching. This was good. This could save her. It was a Jeep. As it neared, she recognized Deck behind the wheel. This could be uncomfortable, but she held out her thumb anyway.
Deck grinned through the windshield.
She smiled back, the friction gone for the moment, and walked up to his window.
“I didn’t think to warn you about that truck,” he said. “The alternator’s about shot. I’m heading into town for lunch. Can I give you a lift?”
“I’d slow you down. I have to grab groceries.”
“I got time.” Like everyone else out here, Deck didn’t seem to mind a delay.
She climbed in, aware of how close they were. The silence soon became unbearable. They both spoke at once.
“Deck, I—”
“Listen—”
They laughed together, the sound almost musical.
“You start,” he said, keeping his eyes straight ahead.
“I want to apologize to you. I know you wouldn’t plot against me. I…I don’t know—I was upset.”
“You know me better than that.”
“Years have passed. You might have changed.”
“Are you kidding? I don’t even change my Stetson. I’m the same guy you knew back then.”
“Yeah,” she said. “You are.”
“And I still care about you, Callie.” His words reassured her, warmed her. Then he wrecked it. “That’s why I don’t want to see you do something foolish.”
“That’s exactly the kind of patronizing remark that pisses me off.”
He started laughing.
“You think it’s funny pissing me off.”
“I think it’s funny that whenever I talk to you I turn into an arrogant jackass.”
“For God’s sake, quit it!” She laughed, relieved to feel the taut string between them sag and swing in the warm air. “And you were right. I guess after last night, I felt upset.” Her face burned. “I swear I’m not really such a bristly bitch.”
“So, how about a truce?” He held out his hand and she took it, liking the strength in his grip.
The silence was easy now, as if they’d opened a window in a stuffy room and were at last inhaling fresh, clean air.
“I guess I’d better confess, too,” Deck said when they were nearly to town, his smile mischievous, his expression mock sheepish. “Maybe I am a little jealous of that jerk.”
She laughed. “Tell me something I don’t know.” Then she got serious. “I know this job is bigger than event planning, Deck. I’ve done my homework, but I could be over my head.”
“No chance in hell. When you set your mind to something, you’re a sight to see.”
“Thanks.” She wanted to hug him with gratitude. His faith in her meant a lot.
“So, what did you think of Garrett Templeton?” she asked.
He paused, as if not certain how to answer.
“Be honest. I swear I won’t bite your head off and feed it to my young.”
He chuckled. “Okay. He promised a lot. But builders always do that. Add twenty percent to the time and costs he estimated.”
“Of course. I’m going to talk to some clients. If the reports are good, I’m going with him. He can start right away.”
“The job’s pretty straightforward.”
“Maybe he’ll come in early and under budget.”
“You know the chance of that.” Then he seemed to catch himself. “Sorry. Let’s let the glass be half-full for once.”
“Thanks,” she said, relieved at his attitude.
Deck parked at a meter between the diner and the market. “Lunch at Ruby’s, then groceries?”
“Sure.” She touched his arm as he was getting out. “I am counting on you, Deck. I value your advice.”
“Whatever you need, Callie. I’m there.”
For the first time, she felt as though the burden wasn’t solely hers. She had Deck on her side. As long as she kept her needs strictly professional, they would be just fine.
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THEY’D BARELY STEPPED into the diner when a man called Deck’s name. He wore a police uniform and sat across from a young woman. They both grinned up at Deck.
“What have we here?” Deck said. “The brains of the Abrazo police force are off duty? The town’s in trouble.” He turned to Callie. “Callie Cummings, this is Officer Tad Renner and Ms. Suze Holcomb, secretary to the chief and general in-the-know person.”
They greeted each other, then Deck spoke. “You liking your new digs, Suze?”
“Way too fancy.” She shook her head.
“Suze…” Officer Renner warned.
“Don’t shush me, Tad. Only the best for Chief Loft.” She rolled her eyes.
Renner frowned at her, then spoke to Deck. “Thanks again for your help on that bust.”
“You did the job. I’m just one nosy citizen. For that matter, the Smiths started it by complaining about cars all hours of the night down their road.” He turned to Callie. “Some low-lifes plonked a trailer out west of town and started making meth.”
“The Smiths were no help. They complain if coyotes howl,” Suze said. “You saw the guy had a truck bed full of antifreeze. How did you even know that was an ingredient?”
“The chamber had a presentation about signs of a meth lab.” He shrugged.
“And then Tad took over,” Suze said to Callie. “Staked it out on his own.”
“Suze…I was doing my job.”
“You get no support, Tad, and you know it.” She looked at Callie. “So Tad watched the place and arrested them.” She beamed at Renner, who colored. They were obviously a couple.
“No big deal,” he said. “I woke ’em up at 3:00 a.m. They were too groggy to argue with me.”
“It was good work,” Deck said. “And congratulations on your promotion.” He patted Renner’s shoulder. “Nice to see you both. I’ll be over to check out the new john, Suze.”
“Be careful. The gleam off the gold faucets could blind you.”
“Suze,” Tad warned, but his tone was affectionate.
When she and Deck had moved away, she murmured, “So those two are together, right?”
He put a finger to his lips. “Regulations say no fraternizing on the job. Tad’s serious about the rules.”
“Yeah, but in a small town? There aren’t that many eligible single people.”
“Rules are rules to Tad. He was trouble in high school but turned it around. He’s loyal to Loft for giving him a job right out of the academy.”
“See, that’s one good thing Taylor did.”
But Deck’s attention was drawn by someone calling his name. She recognized Mayor Dickson in the booth. He was about to dig into one of the overloaded burgers Ruby was famous for.
“Hey, Mayor,” Deck said.
“Deck.” He nodded gravely. “And Callie. Good to see you back. Your dad says you’re building a five-star resort out there. Our visitors’ bureau thanks you. Not that we have one, but if we did it would sure be grateful.”
“I’m happy to do my part,” she said, hoping her success would benefit the town.
“Tax revenue must be damn good,” Deck said. “With the police station getting that facelift.”
“Taylor got a line on some funding.” The mayor shrugged, then honed in on Deck. “You think any more about what I said?”
“It’s not for me,” Deck said.
“Sure it is. The mayor’s job is mostly networking and buttonholing. Some grant-writing and listening to folks bitch, but you hear lots of that with the chamber and the commission.”
“That’s plenty for me.”
“Why not get official credit for what you’re already doing for free? Tell him he’d make a great mayor, Callie. I want to retire, sell the drugstore, enjoy my grandkids more.”
She turned to Deck. “You’d be a great mayor, Deck,” she said playfully, pleased to see she’d annoyed him. “You should do it.”
“See you later, Mayor.” Deck took Callie by the arm and pulled her toward an empty booth. “Thanks a lot for encouraging the man.”
“What? I was just doing my civic duty.” She batted her eyes innocently as she slid into the booth. “Abrazo needs great leaders.”
“You’re relentless, you know that?” Deck was about to join her when a woman grabbed him by a belt loop. “Hey, you, not so fast.” Callie recognized Anita Hall, who’d been a rebel in high school, oblivious to any criticism of her wild ways.
“Hey, Callie,” Anita said. They hadn’t moved in the same circles, but they’d been on good terms. “How’s New York?”
“Great. You took over the real estate office, right? Lester retired?” Anita had been an agent in Tucson. She’d returned to Abrazo after divorcing her husband, who’d been something of a rat, Callie had heard.
“Yep. I’m a broker now. Building the business.” She turned to Deck, giving him a once-over that told Callie a lot. “I need you to check out this horse I’m boarding at the Circle U.”
“Give me a call anytime.”
“I’ll do that,” she said. “One of these days.”
As soon as Deck sat, Callie said, “You slept with her!”
“Excuse me?” He went pink.
“Don’t deny it. You’re blushing.”
“I don’t kiss and tell.”
“I remember,” she said. Deck had stayed quiet about their time together, too, though they’d never talked about it. It was as if it hadn’t been quite real for either of them.
She realized they were staring at each other. “So! Anita,” she said to change focus. “She’s pretty. Kept her figure.”
“She’s a good person. Escaped a bad marriage.”
“Taylor did, too. Maybe they should hook up.”
“Please.”
“Now, now. He gave Tad the promotion he deserved, remember?”
“Even a snake knows a good hire when he sees one.”
She slapped him with the menu.
“Relax. I said he was a snake, not a viper.”
“God!” She was pleased with their new camaraderie. “And why don’t you run for mayor? I’ve seen you here twice, and people practically throw you a ticker-tape parade when you walk in the door.”
“I do what I do because I want to, not because it’s a job.” Deck grabbed the menu and pretended to study it. “The crab fritters are still great,” he said, not looking at her.
“I know. I always have them when I—” She stopped, realizing what he meant. He looked straight at her over the menu.
“Oh,” she said. “That. Yeah.” She had had trouble eating back then and Deck had brought home a takeout order of Ruby’s crab fritters and fed them to her, bite by bite, filling her stomach for the first time in days.
They locked gazes, their minds raking through the past, pictures flying, memories racing by.
“What’ll you have?”
Still looking at each other they both said, “Crab fritters,” then laughed softly.
The moment seemed too bittersweet, so Callie broke off the gaze and reached into her purse for her to-do list. “So, Deck, I want your opinion.”
“You want my opinion?”
“Only if you can give it without going jackass on me.”
“You ask a lot. I’ll do my best.”
“I want to keep the Old West feel to some degree. I can get a good price on some Conestoga wagons from a theater company, so people can sleep in them like the pioneers did.”
He gave her a sideways look. “You’re serious?”
“A ranch in Colorado says it’s very popular with guests.”
“We already do overnight pack trips. You’d have storage and maintenance. Canvas rots, remember?”
She pondered that. “Good point.” She crossed out that item.
“You’re taking notes?”
“Always.”
“Then cross off Wild West shows, too. Your dad hired an acting troupe to do shootouts one season. The noise made the little kids cry.”
She laughed and pretended to write. “No…shootouts. Good. Any classes will be self-sustaining. We have to watch costs.”
“What kind of classes?”
“Bird-watching, weaving, maybe photography. We’ll offer special-event packages. Valentine’s Day lovers’ getaway, Fourth of July fireworks. For Halloween, we’ll call it Ghost Ranch and do a murder mystery.”
“Oookay.” His eyebrows were wiggling again.
“Don’t you dare laugh.” She pointed a finger at him. “I know what I’m doing on this. I’m boosting our wine cellar and we’ll do sunset trail ride wine tastings.”
He opened his mouth, then seemed to stop himself. “I get it. Sophisticated guests with sophisticated palates.”
“You’re catching on.”
“By the way, Trinity Church is changing its community hall. You could score padded folding chairs for next to nothing for songfests on the patio.”
“Are you making fun of me?”
“Gently. That okay?”
“This once.” She smiled.
“If you’re looking for a decorator, talk to Caroline Bestway. New owner of the gift shop. She did the Dicksons’ house. Bank manager’s, too. Saved them tons. She makes the curtains herself.”
“Really? She makes curtains?”
“Don’t sneer. She had her own interior design business in Chicago before her husband got the ranching bug.”
“I’ll stop in to see her. Thanks. I’ve got to save where I can, since I can’t salvage the adobes.”
“Why not? They’re historic.”
“And they smell like dirt and crumble like crazy. Rosita says they’re hell to clean.”
“You need to keep Rosita happy, that’s for sure.”
“Luckily, she’s willing to supervise more staff. I want to keep as many employees as possible.” She remembered her biggest employee problem. “Do you have advice on how to break it to Cooky that I’m hiring a gourmet chef?”
“Why would you do that? Cooky’s great.”
“At what he does, sure. He can stay on as sous chef and baker, but I need a fancier menu than steaks and cowboy beans.”
“Cooky thinks you love his food.”
“I do. It’s not that.” She paused. “He’ll be devastated, huh?”
Deck nodded. “So tell him what you want and let him try to make it.”
“You see him handling braised elk osso bucco with Madeira mushrooms? Really?”
“A good cook is a good cook. He’s been written up for his mesquite-grilled steaks and jalapeño blue-corn bread, you know.”
“This has to be spectacular.”
“You owe him an audition.”
“You’re right. I’ll talk to him.” She took a breath and smiled at him. “Thanks. You were helpful without being—”
“An asshole?”
She nodded. “I’m proud of you.”
“I’m glad we’re friends.” Deck put his hand over hers.
“Me, too,” she said, not happy about the more-than-friendly feelings that thrummed through her body at his touch.
She returned to the ranch in time to hear from both of Garrett’s clients. They had good reports, so she offered Templeton Construction the job. Work would begin Monday.
Checking off those items on her list, she smiled. Things were moving. She was making progress. When you set your mind to something, you’re a sight to see. Deck’s words hung in her head. Deck hung in her head, too, for better or worse.
Glancing out her bedroom window, she saw the sun had begun to drop. Nothing beat the startling brilliance of a desert sunset. She headed out to the porch for the full effect.
She nodded at the couple on the bench swing drinking beer and shelling the roasted peanuts provided free to guests, then slipped into a creaky pine rocking chair at the far end of the porch.
She rocked slowly, noticing the curve of the seat smoothed by so many people over the years, letting the breeze stir her hair. She felt good here, she had to admit.
But then who wouldn’t love winter in Arizona?
Except she’d never minded summer, either. The heat felt right, like a hot pad to sore muscles.
This was just a working vacation, really, which explained the pleasure. She’d be glad to get back to her life, be done with all the memories and hassles.
She breathed deeply, closed her eyes, relieved to notice the bees in her brain had ceased buzzing. She felt present. Content. She heard a murmur, a whinny, then footfalls.
She looked toward the corral, where Deck was swinging onto Brandy. He galloped the horse around the corral, leaning over to talk to the animal, a hand on her withers.
Callie pictured that hand on her body and shivered. Before she knew it, she was at the fence, her chin on her forearms.
Rounding a turn, Deck saw her. “Callie.” In the failing light, his teeth gleamed white in his huge smile.
She grinned back. “You’re working overtime.”
“There’s no time clock on a ranch.”
“True. Looks like you’ve got Brandy eating out of your hand.”
“She loves to run, so I let her have her head.” The horse tossed her mane, high stepping around the corral.
“She looks fun to ride.”
“Want to give her a try?” He climbed off the horse and brought her close to the fence where Callie stood.
“I’m out of practice.” She would love a spirited horse beneath her, a lovely sunset ahead, Deck at her side.
“You two will get along fine. You’re both full of heart.” He held out his hand and she let him help her over the fence.
“I remember those jeans,” he said, checking her out.
“Just my old Wranglers.”
“I happen to know the right back pocket has a tiny hole and the left is missing a rivet.”
She craned to look. Deck put his finger first on the small hole, then on the pocket. His touch went straight through her.
“You don’t miss much, do you?”
“Not about you, no.”
She’d never missed much about him, either, back then. The way he cupped her face before he kissed her, how silky his hair felt, that tiny scar on his chin, the way he listened to her, head cocked, as if her words meant everything to him.
They stood too close together and Deck leaned down, close, closer, his breath rasping, ready to kiss her.
She tilted her face, closer still, ready to kiss him back.
Brandy bumped them apart with her nose.
“Smart horse,” Deck said.
“I guess.” Why tempt each other? That was childish. Their new rapport was too important to risk. They both knew better.
“You need help up?” he asked.
“Not with sensible jeans on,” Callie said, taking the reins, running her hand down Brandy’s neck. “Hey, girl. You okay with me on top? Can I climb up? Go for a ride. Hmmm…?”
Oh, yeah, Deck thought. On top is great. Or on the bottom. Sideways. Ride me any way you like. Every word out of Callie’s mouth got him hot and hard. If she’d described scrubbing grout, he’d be ready to slam her against a wall. He’d almost kissed her, for God’s sake. So stupid. Sex would knot the loose rope that held them together as easy partners at the moment.
She would have responded. He knew that. If he’d hauled her into his arms, she’d have gone as far as he wanted to go. She would be content with just sex, he was certain. For him, there was no “just” about sex with Callie. Not any more. Maybe not ever.
Callie swung herself gracefully onto the saddle. Brandy shimmied sideways and lowered her head, threatening to rear.
“Whoa, girl,” Deck said, reaching for the hackamore.
“We’re fine,” Callie said, locking her knees onto the horse’s body, giving a quick, hard tug to the rein, showing Brandy she wouldn’t put up with any nonsense.
Brandy snorted, chewed the bit and tossed her head, then shook herself and settled, responding to Callie’s handling. Callie was a natural and a great match for Brandy.
When he was certain she was ready, he opened the gate, then mounted Ranger and caught up with horse and rider.
“I forgot how fun this was,” she said, her color high, her smile so big it lit her eyes, which gleamed in the dusk light.
Maybe she’ll stay. The idea floated up from his belly like a bubble of hope.
“Too bad I got all caught up in being cool and stopped riding.” She shook her head, puzzled at herself.
Lucky died and broke your heart. But he knew better than to say that. She would bristle. He grinned at his newfound wisdom.
“What’s so funny?” she asked warily.
“Nothing, just, let’s see….” He looked at his watch. “It’s been four hours since I last made a jerk of myself.”
She smiled, then hesitated. “You don’t have to walk on eggshells, Deck. We cleared the air. You can be honest.”
Forget New York and come home. Stay here where you belong.
“Within reason,” she added. “No telling me my butt looks big in these jeans or anything.”
“Your butt looks great in those jeans. In the tight ones, too. Hell, in a burlap sack. You have a great ass.”
“Now that’s my kind of honesty.” She laughed and he joined her, the sound rising in the dusk, making his heart float up to join that bubble of hope that she would stay.
They rode fast for a few minutes, side by side, glancing at each other. Callie looked thrilled. He nodded toward the shortcut to the creek, allowing her enough time to slow Brandy and guide her onto the winding trail.
Brandy led the way along the stony path and before long they’d reached the creek. The horses drank and he watched Callie survey the horizon, where the descending sun tossed color to the sky. She was so pretty against the sunset palette. Feminine and strong, tall in the saddle. The breeze lifted her hair from her shoulders and he was glad she hadn’t worn a hat so he could see her entire face.
“This feels so nice,” she said, lifting her face to the sky.
“It’s been a mild winter.” He was afraid he’d start carrying on about how pretty she looked.
“But I never minded the heat.”
“That’s because you’re a true Arizona girl.”
“My mom said the desert made all its inhabitants tough as nails—plants, animals, people.”
“She was right, your mom.”
She smiled, looking out at the horizon. “You don’t get sunsets like this in the East. Of course, when you see this every night, you probably take it for granted.”
“I try not to. In fact, I’ve painted this scene more than once. Can’t always do it justice.”
“So you’re still painting?” She turned to him as if startled by the idea. “You were so shy about your art back then. I only saw the canvases because we spent time in your trailer.”
“I still use it as my studio. I hauled it over here.”
“Really?”
He remembered holding her on the cot, the air smelling of linseed oil, paint streaking their bodies from where they’d brushed against the countertop.
“I can’t believe you didn’t mention this when you told me how you spend your time. Do you show your work anywhere?”
He laughed. “I paint for myself, Callie.” Art didn’t have to be on display to have value.
“I’d like to see your paintings.” She turned in her saddle to look at him directly, leveling her gaze, unrelenting.
“One of these days, sure.”
Brandy whinnied, then turned as if ready to run, wanting her head, which relieved Deck of further grilling. “She can’t stand still any more than you can.”
Callie fought Brandy until she settled into an uneasy stand. “I can’t believe Dad bought this horse for someone like Dahlia.”
“I think Cal bought her for himself.”
“Why? He has his own horses.”
“Maybe to feel younger.”
“You mean Brandy’s his red Corvette?”
“Possibly.”
She pondered that. “Maybe he hopes Dahlia will get interested in the ranch.” She paused, biting her lip.
“What?” he asked, knowing she had more to say.
“It’s that I don’t like how she treats my dad as if he’s old and sick and she has to nurse him back to health.”
It wasn’t his place to mention the heart scare, but he wished to hell Cal would tell Callie what had happened. “Maybe that’s how she shows her love,” he said lamely.
“I wouldn’t know,” she said, then paused. “Have you been in love, Deck?”
Not since you. A fool-ass thing to even think. “Not really.”
“Come on. With all the ladies in town falling all over you?” She was teasing, but there was something deeper, too.
“What about you? Were you in love with your partner?”
“I thought so. He was the kind of person I wanted—smart and funny and cool. We had everything in common. Work and friends. We cared about each other, but it wasn’t love. We were more like social props for each other.” She seemed troubled by that admission.
“He wasn’t the right guy, is all. You deserve someone you mean the world to.”
She turned to him. “You’ll be a great husband, Deck. I hope you know that.” Then she had to lighten it up. “Assuming you tamp down your arrogant-asshole side.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“What are you looking for?” She tilted her head at him. “In a wife, I mean.”
“I’m not exactly looking. And I don’t have a list of traits, if that’s what you mean.” He shrugged. “I’ll know her when I’m with her. She’ll enjoy simple pleasures. Horseback rides at sunset. Quiet nights listening to music, reading. Now and then a night out, the occasional naked swim in the river.”
Stupidly, he pictured Callie naked in bed, reading him a funny part of her book while he coaxed her into making love with his fingers until she dropped her book with a sigh….
“And ‘romance,’ of course.” She made quote marks.
“Gotta have romance.” Then he decided to stop joking. “We’ll wish each other the best, no matter what.”
“I hope you find her,” she said, but her smile didn’t reach her eyes, which looked lost and sad.
“What’s wrong?”
“I wish I were as certain as you,” she said. “About finding someone, about having those feelings.” She shook her head, then laughed.
“You will. Of course you will.” Maybe she was sick of guys like her ex. She’d sounded weary talking about the big-city lunacy of her life. Maybe she was ready to settle somewhere familiar and warm.
Like his arms.
“We should head back,” she said. “It’s getting dark.” She turned Brandy and set off. Running again.
The way back took them toward the hot springs. As they approached the turnoff, she said, “Feel like a dip?” Her eyes shot to him, shining in the dusk, and she was holding her breath, waiting for his answer.
Hell, yeah. But he knew better. “I don’t think that’s wise,” he said, sounding like a pompous ass.
She stiffened, embarrassed she’d suggested it, he could tell. “You ever get tired of being so damn sensible?” She managed a wry smile, then kicked Brandy into a run.
“Hang on,” he called to her, riding fast and cutting her off, stopping so they were inches apart, facing each other. “Don’t think for one second I didn’t want you naked in my arms.” He held her gaze, demanding she not look away. The breeze lifted a strand of her hair across her mouth. He smoothed it away. “I can’t just have sex with you, Callie. I’m not built that way.”
“Oh.” She let that sink in.
He hoped to hell she didn’t think he’d carried a torch of undying love all these years.
Yeah, right, pal. Like you haven’t.
He couldn’t let her feel humiliated. And if the truth kept her from suggesting they make love again, he’d endure the wound to his pride. More of that would only stir emotions best left alone. He did his own brand of running, too.
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AGAINST HER BETTER JUDGMENT, Callie went to the hot springs after supper. She’d earned a quiet moment in hot water under the desert sky after working out a spa products order with Dahlia and enduring another of her teas, this one tasting like alfalfa and seaweed.
Surely, he’ll come. Lying in the water, she noticed her scalp felt tight and her nerves tingled. Yes, she was nervous about being with Deck again, but that didn’t account for how her brain seemed to want to burst from her skull.
Was it Dahlia’s tea? She’d had an odd reaction from the last cup when she raced out to confront Deck. Dahlia’s teas were herbal. How could a few shriveled blossoms make her heart race or her brain throb? It had to be her emotions.
She looked up at the night sky and forced herself to relax. The night air cooled her face, the hot water warmed her body and the steam lifted around her like low, magical clouds. She was relaxed but listening hard for footsteps.
They could pretend to be surprised to see each other, but neither would be. They wouldn’t talk. They would simply meld their bodies again. It would be amazing, healing, perfect.
Minutes passed. Ten, fifteen, twenty, a half hour. Callie began to feel foolish. After forty-five minutes, shriveled and soggy, she had to conclude Deck wasn’t coming.
He was a man of his word. She’d known that. She just couldn’t stop wanting him. Maybe it was the memories of being with him, the way he’d accepted her in all her moods, laughing, crying, silent or chatty. He could stand her pain. Taylor wanted the old Callie, always chipper, the life of any party.
Deck let her be. What a blessing that had been.
But that was a long time ago. Deck knew it. He’d sensibly concluded more sex would be a dead end and had taken the high road. He was so damned mature, so friggin’ wise.
He was right. Hell, Deck’s perfect woman was the anti-Callie.
Funnily enough, sitting on Brandy beside Deck at the creek, she’d actually pictured herself as Deck’s woman—content in his arms, lying under the stars or before a roaring fire, sharing a martini at sunset and, yeah, a naked swim in the river.
But that had been a fleeting fantasy. No doubt it was because she was ready to make a move when she got back to New York but was trapped in limbo in the meantime.
She hated limbo. Make a decision and take action. Because if you stood still, thoughts came—regrets, sorrows, feelings.
The point was that she would never be a person whose big thrill would be going to Tucson for a movie or bingo night at the Trinity community hall.
Don’t be mean, Callie. She understood the appeal of a small town, all right, but she didn’t see Deck there somehow. Why had he limited himself to Abrazo and the ranch? He was so smart, so good with people, so interesting. He belonged out in the world.
In her world? Was that what she meant?
In the meantime, she realized a water-logged sex act wouldn’t help her one bit. Relieved she’d dodged her own bullet, Callie dried off and trudged back to the ranch house, walking away from the letdown as if it had never happened at all.
 
ON MONDAY, the machinery, trucks and men arrived as promised. Over the next few days the roar of dozers, the grind of the cement mixer and the calls of workers were tangible proof that Callie’s plan was in operation. She stayed close to the work as much as she could, and Deck helped her by keeping an eye on things when she was in town. He seemed to avoid her except when they had ranch business to discuss. He was pleasant but distant, acting exactly as if nothing had happened.
Stupidly, she felt hurt by how easily he’d set it aside. No lingering looks, no silent longing. Deck had never been demonstrative. Whatever he felt, he held back. Which made her an idiot to expect more.
Things were clicking nicely along until the day before Finn Markham was to arrive. After a successful meeting with Caroline Bestway, who would do the interior design on the makeover at a great price and a quick turnaround, Callie returned with samples to test against the walls and found the work site abandoned, stacks of lumber waiting to be used for framing.
Irritated, she walked to the site, surprised to notice Deck riding to her on Ranger. He climbed down and approached.
“Where’s the crew?” she asked, pulling out her phone to call Garrett.
“I let them go early.”
“Why the hell did you do that?” she demanded.
“I’ll show you.” He motioned for her to follow him to the stack of boards. “This is a poor grade of wood. See the knotholes, the inconsistency? Not framing quality.”
“Did you check it all? Isn’t some of it usable?”
“You want the building to collapse?”
“Of course not.”
“Call Templeton. I left him a message already.”
“That’s what I was doing,” she said, not appreciating his tone. She got Garrett’s voice mail. “No answer.”
“Keep calling.”
“I will,” she said through gritted teeth. “We’ll lose days getting replacement lumber.”
“Talk to Templeton. For that matter, he needs to manage the workers better. Most are inexperienced kids. The older Hispanic guys are pros, but they want to work hard and keep their heads down. They’re not interested in supervising the kids or correcting their mistakes.”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying this crew needs a boss. Get Templeton or a site manager here every day.”
She dialed Garrett again and got voice mail. Damn. She clicked off her phone. “I don’t need this.”
“Delays are inevitable,” Deck said.
“I thought you agreed to stop sounding smug.”
“You asked me to keep an eye out for you.” He shrugged.
Resisting a snotty comeback, Callie headed into the ranch house to keep working. While she tested the fabric samples, she half listened for Garrett’s call.
Nothing. No call. Unable to sit still, Callie went back to Caroline’s shop with her selections to finalize her order.
It was six when she walked out of Caroline’s shop. Just as she reached her car, Taylor pulled to the curb, parked and got out. Damn, damn, damn. One of the hazards of small towns was how hard it was to avoid anyone. Taylor had been out to the ranch every couple of days, supposedly to see how it was going, but managed to tie her up for a while each time.
“So how’s it going out there?” he asked her, leaning on his car as if expecting a leisurely chat. “Haven’t seen you for days.”
Exactly four, but who was counting? “Not so good at the moment,” she said, too frustrated to hide it. “We’ve got low-grade lumber and I can’t get Garrett on the phone.”
“That’s completely unacceptable,” Taylor said, reaching for his Blackberry. “And surprising. Let me try him.”
“You don’t need to. It’s after six. He’ll call tomorrow.”
“I have his private number, Callie. Not to worry.” He moved to sit on the Harriet Taylor Loft memorial bench outside town hall and motioned her to join him.
Within seconds, Taylor handed her the phone to talk to Garrett. He was out of town on a family emergency, but promised replacement wood in two days or he’d deliver it himself. He also agreed to be on-site every day.
Callie handed Taylor back his phone. “You saved me again.”
“That’s what I’m here for.” He beamed like a kid.
Warmed by Taylor’s kindness, she said, “How about that dinner I promised you? A steak at Ruby’s on me? To thank you?” It was the right thing to do and she was happy to do it.
Taylor hesitated and she remembered he’d wanted to go to Tucson, drink wine and reminisce. This was much better. A well-lit, unromantic place was perfect for Callie’s purpose. Plus, Taylor wouldn’t be driving her home, so there would be no quiet moments for an experimental kiss.
“Everybody’s got to eat, right?” she coaxed.
“Sure. Okay.” Clearly disappointed, Taylor managed a smile.
The diner was reasonably busy and Taylor guided her with a hand at her back to an open booth at the rear. She felt diners’ eyes on them and caught several knowing smiles. Small towns. Gossip that she and Taylor were an item was about to fly, she realized, but there was nothing she could do now.
Once they were seated, the waitress arrived and they each ordered a beer. “Anything else?” she asked.
“How about the nachos?” Taylor asked her. “You used to love them with…what was it? Cherry cola, right?”
“You were the nachos fan, Taylor,” she said, smiling. “Just the beer tonight.”
“Same for me,” he said, smiling across the table at her.
“So, how’s policing these days?” she said to steer the conversation away from wistful memories. “I heard you busted a meth lab. Or rather one of your officers did.”
“Where’d you hear that?”
“Deck and I ran into the guy who made the bust. Tad Renner?”
“Yeah. Tad’s a good cop. He works hard. He’s loyal.”
“And you promoted him for his actions.”
“He deserved it. Small towns don’t have a lot of crime. Drunk and disorderlies, parking fines, a domestic here or there. Once in a while a burglary. It can make you think hard about what was so almighty special about being a cop in the first place.”
The beers arrived and Taylor took a giant drink from his bottle, as if to wash away his bitter thoughts. They placed their orders—steak for Taylor, a burger for Callie—and she leaned forward. “Still, it’s important work, Taylor. People appreciate what you do even if they don’t say so.”
“Sure. I guess.” He seemed to brush that away. “So, I did want to thank you for writing those letters when I was in the army. I was pretty lonely, I won’t deny it. I read them until they fell apart.” He laughed at himself.
“I’m sorry I didn’t keep it up,” she said. She’d managed three letters, then feared he would read more into them than she intended.
“You got busy. You had school.” She could tell he’d been hurt. He ran a finger through the condensation ring on the table, frowned, then looked up at her. He seemed to force away the bad mood. “Enough of that sad crap. You moved on. I moved on. Life moved on.”
Their food arrived and Taylor ordered a second beer. Callie had barely started on hers. “Sure you don’t want one more? Glass of wine maybe?”
“I’m fine, Taylor.”
“I know it’s ancient history, but don’t you miss high school? It was so simple. You knew what to do. School, practice, go out with your girl, hang with your crew, have some laughs. No mortgages or meaning-of-life crap to hassle with.”
“I had fun,” she said. “Until senior year, of course.”
“Right. Your mom got killed.” He jerked his gaze to hers. He’d obviously forgotten. “I guess I wasn’t too understanding back then. When I bought those tickets…I thought they’d get you back on track.”
He’d spent a fortune on concert tickets the week her mother died. When she’d turned him down, he’d gotten a cold-dead look in his eye and punched the door near her head. She’d never seen him lose his temper before and she’d been a little scared. They’d broken up and Deck became her refuge.
“I was too sad to go anywhere,” she said.
“I was a kid. I missed you. What can I say?”
She’d figured that out eventually. He’d apologized, heartbroken, and it was easy to slip into the old pattern, especially after Deck had sent her away.
“You were good to me, Callie. You kept me going. You made me want to do good, to give you everything. Remember that dress I bought you? You looked so hot in it.”
“I remember.” She pictured the hooker halter dress dangling forlornly in her closet. “Anyway, Taylor, is it tough to juggle police work with real estate?”
“Yeah, right. Enough of the old days. You won’t want to go out with me if I don’t cut that out, right?” He frowned. “I guess I’m more interested in development right now. It might be time for a change. When it’s time to move on, you move on.”
“That’s my philosophy, too.”
“You’re a smart lady.” He tapped his beer against hers. “And your guy in New York…that’s serious?”
“Looks that way,” she said, crossing her fingers under the table. What else could she do with Taylor looking moony at her?
“Things change, right?” He winked. “Whenever you get lonely, you call me. Dinner, drinks, whatever. No more old-times talk.” He crossed his heart. “Hope to die?” He leaned closer, grinning.
“Stick a needle in my eye,” she finished. They’d used that ghoulish childhood vow over ridiculous issues back then. Despite his promise, Taylor couldn’t seem to help calling up old memories.
Callie glanced at the clock over the door to see how soon she could pay the check and leave. The door opened and Deck entered. This time he was the last person she wanted to see.
She looked away quickly, hoping he wouldn’t notice them in the far corner. He walked straight to the counter to talk to Ruby, thank God. She wasn’t up for more of these two pissing in corners around her.
 
“WHAT’S COOKIN’, handsome?” Ruby leaned across the bar while Deck tried not to stare at Taylor, who kept saluting Callie with his beer. What a creep. How the hell had she gotten stuck eating with that loser again?
“Better suck your eyes back in your head, Deck.”
“What?” He jerked his gaze to Ruby.
“You still into her?”
“What are you talking about?”
“Come on. You never took your eyes off her at the funeral. And I was the one who packed up your take-out fritters.”
“That was a long time ago,” he said, startled that anyone had known about him and Callie’s time together.
“Some things keep.” She pushed a piece of raspberry-rhubarb pie—his favorite—across the counter at him.
“Loft got Callie a builder, so she feels obligated to be nice to him. The guy does nothing without a price. He won’t leave her alone.” As he watched, Callie laughed at something Loft had said. Deck dug into the pie.
“Taylor’s harmless,” Ruby said. “He’s lonely, is all.”
His gaze shot to her. “You seeing the guy?”
“God, no. I feel sorry for him. He puts on a tough act, but he takes things hard. Julie leaving tore him up. He wanted kids, but she told him she didn’t think he’d be a good father.”
“He tell you that?”
“Nope. Julie did. She wanted to hurt him for not being the man she wanted is what I think. Kind of vindictive of her.”
“There are two sides to every divorce, I guess.”
“It always ate at Taylor that he wasn’t as good as his dad. That’s why he brags so much. He’s insecure.”
“He pay you to say that?”
She laughed. “Eat your pie, cowboy.”
He looked at Loft and Callie again. He couldn’t help it.
“Don’t worry, Deck. Callie’s got his number. Look at her body language—arms crossed, bored smile. She keeps checking the clock. She’s indulging him.”
“So, Dr. Ruby, that’s quite the psychoanalysis.”
“You run a diner, you see a lot. People come in here to fight, flirt, fall in love, celebrate, make plans.”
“You hear a lot, too, I bet. You hear anything about Loft misusing state funds to redo his office?”
“Who told you that?”
“Suze Holcomb hinted as much.”
“Taylor bends the rules, sure, but usually to help somebody. He talked Craig Cosgood out of filing charges when Luther broke the mirror behind his bar.”
“Maybe, but he picks and chooses the laws he wants to enforce. That’s not good in a police chief.”
“So run for mayor and fire his ass.”
“I don’t like politics.” He pushed the half-eaten pie away, too upset to enjoy it.
“Politics is people, Deck. Finding out what they want and giving it to them.”
“Or promising it and not delivering.”
“You wouldn’t be like that. What did you say to Randall at the bank to get me my loan, anyway?”
“I told him you shouldn’t be punished because your ex-husband screwed up the finances. I also reminded him that he got his first job busing tables here. But what cinched it was when I pointed out if Ruby’s closed, your Christmas tamales would be history. His wife’s family cuts him a lot of slack because of those tamales.”
“You see? That proves my point. You understand people. You know how to get things done without hurting anyone.”
“I don’t know.” He shook his head. The mayor thing kept coming up. He would have time on his hands once he left the Triple C. He lived simply enough that he could survive on the money he made brokering horses until he figured out where to spend the Lazy J money. He could buy a spread, but it had to be the right property, the right price, and it had to feel right. That would take some time. What was he waiting for?
He’d told himself he’d stayed in Abrazo for his mom, but she was happy in Modesto, and here he sat, doing what he’d done all his life. Callie’s arrival had made him restless.
“You want something else instead?” Ruby nodded at his barely touched pie.
“Not at the moment, no.” Talking with Callie about the woman he wanted had stayed in his head. Maybe he was ready to settle down with the right person. Someone who made him smile just thinking of her. Someone who made him laugh and made him ache—in a good way. Someone who challenged him.
His gaze went to Callie. She caught his eye. He nodded toward Taylor, asking her if she wanted rescuing.
She gave a tight shake of her head. She had it under control. Okay. She was an adult. Smart and strong.
Still, if that asshole laid a hand on her, Deck wouldn’t be held accountable for what would be left of the guy.
 
THE FOLLOWING FRIDAY Finn Markham arrived later than Callie expected. He climbed down from a rented black Escalade dressed in elaborate Western clothes. She fought a laugh, remembering how Deck had made fun of her red-leather ensemble. City slickers stood out like flies in vanilla ice cream.
“I’m here at last, love,” he said, coming up the porch and kissing both her cheeks, before leaning back and smiling. “The Wild West’s been good to you. You look so healthy and tan.”
“Thank you. You look…Western.”
Finn was midthirties and balding, but he dressed well and was charming enough to get away with flirting with any female over the age of sixteen. “Sorry I’m late. I stopped in your town to get directions—my GPS went AWOL—and made the mistake of talking to your sheriff, I guess? Or police. He was in a uniform. Loft was his name?”
“Taylor Loft. He’s our police chief, yes.”
“So he’s talking me into a tour of the town, saying it’s a gold mine for development, how he’s got this building, and would I consider a partnership? The guy’s got a pair of brass ones.”
“I’m sorry,” she said, cringing at Taylor’s boldness. “He’s very enthusiastic, I guess. Let’s get you settled so we can talk.” She led him to the casita she’d booked for him for the weekend. “I’ll show you my plans, the budget, the ranch house and annex. Then I thought we’d take the sunset trail ride.”
“Sounds good…” he said, but his attention had been drawn to four girls coming back from a hike to the river. College students from Paris, she knew. “Do you suppose those darling girls will be riding?”
“Possibly,” she said. She hoped not. She wanted his undivided attention on the acres she thought Valhalla might buy.
They’d barely finished the overview tour before Finn began whining about his feet hurting in the boots. He was hungry, too, so Callie had Cooky fix an early meal and a waiter carried it out to Finn’s patio.
While he ate, she showed him her plans and the budget, though he only let her get through a few screens on her PowerPoint before stopping her. “This cinnamon roll is incredible. What is it, toffee?”
“Caramel,” she said on a sigh. “Shall I go on?”
“Just give me a printout to take back. Everything looks great. You’re doing fantastic.” An emotion flew across his face. “In fact, you’re further along that we expected. Perhaps you might slow down a bit?”
“Why would we do that?” She tensed.
“I’m just saying there’s no rush.” He patted her hand, as if to reassure her. “So is it time for that ride?” He was watching the French girls head toward the corral.
“Looks like it,” she said. So much for keeping Finn’s attention.
Sure enough he spent most of the ride joking with the French girls. When she pointed out the river acres, he nodded. “Has potential for the right buyer. You should market it.” That was that.
She’d planned to entertain him all weekend, but at breakfast the next morning, he informed her he’d booked an earlier flight. She was reasonably certain that was because the French girls had shut him down.
“Thanks for a lovely time,” he said from the driver’s seat of his Escalade. “I’ll praise you to the skies!” He waved the folder she’d prepared, crammed with the printout, photos, plans and the budget. She was disappointed, but relieved that her investors had confidence in her work.
Watching Finn’s SUV disappear down the road, she heard voices and turned to see Dahlia and her father descending the porch steps. Dahlia had on jeans and a vest, not her style at all, and she wore a nervous smile.
“What are you two up to?” Callie asked.
“I’m taking Dahlia on that horseback ride I’ve been promising her for so long,” her father said. He looked pale.
“You feeling okay, Dad?” Callie asked.
“Got a bit of heartburn, is all,” he said.
“No more sausages.” Dahlia wagged a finger at him, her concern outweighing her fear for the moment.
“Who’s riding Brandy?” Callie asked, hoping it wasn’t Dahlia. Brandy was too spirited for the clearly terrified woman.
“Calvin is,” Dahlia said, her lips trembling. She was acting brave for Callie’s father’s sake, which touched Callie. Maybe their relationship was two-way, after all.
“Want to come with us?” her father asked.
“Too much to do,” she said, “but thanks.”
She sat on the porch to place a call, watching her father help Dahlia onto Wiley, who would be perfect for the woman. Her father moved so slowly. Did he have arthritis after all? One day he’ll die. The thought froze her heart.
She watched them ride off, Dahlia sitting rigid with fear. The things you did for love. Maybe by the time she returned, Dahlia would be as in love with riding as her father was.
An hour later Callie was deep into working out a promotional timeline when her cell phone made her jump.
“You have to help us!” Dahlia’s voice was high and scared. “Calvin fell. He says it hurts to breathe. I can’t lift him.”
“Where are you?” she said, fighting to stay calm.
“I don’t know. By the creek somewhere. Near some trees. We’ve been riding forever.”
“Did you notice the trail sign? Was it the Good Luck Trail?”
“I was too busy trying to stay on the horse to look at any signs. I knew this was a bad idea. I just knew it.”
“Don’t panic, Dahlia. I’ll call 911, then head out to get you. Keep my father in the shade, his legs up. Do you know CPR?”
“He says he just got the wind knocked out of him. Hurry, please.”
“Stay calm. Keep my father calm. I’ll call you right back.”
Her heart in her throat, fingers shaking, she got emergency services on the line. The county dispatcher promised an ambulance from Tucson. To save time, Callie would bring her father to the highway to meet them.
She called Dahlia’s number and got her father on the phone. “Nothing is broken,” he said, but his voice was tight and he seemed to fight for air. “I blacked out and fell. I’m out of breath, that’s all.” He was minimizing his condition, she was sure. What had happened? A stroke? A heart attack?
Please let it be minor. She assured him help was on the way, then called Deck for help.
“I’m ten minutes away on Ranger,” he said before she finished explaining. “Borrow Garrett’s truck. Throw in a blanket, water and ice. Grab the first-aid kit from the barn. Meet us at the trailhead. I’ll ride in and carry him out.”
Moving with crazed speed, Callie gathered what Deck had requested and drove to the spot. She parked and watched for them, praying they were in time, that the paramedics would be swift, that her father would be all right. They were only fifteen miles from Tucson, but heart damage happened quickly. Her own heart jack-hammered in her chest.
If something happened to her father…
The thought made her entire body twist in agony. It all came back to her, the horror of the call, the terrible words. Your mother was in an accident…. They did everything they could, but her injuries were too severe….
Just like that her mother was gone. No goodbye. There would be no more advice, no more hugs, no more sweet smell of the strawberry lotion her mother wore. And not another birthday party ever.
Gone. All gone.
This was no time to relive the past or sink into hysteria. Callie forced herself to take slow breaths, to steady her pulse, to stay calm. She caught movement in the distance and made out Deck barreling full tilt toward her. Her heart lifted.
He pulled up short, and she handed over the supplies. “It’ll be all right,” he said, low.
Not necessarily so. Things could go terribly wrong and they both knew it. Deck held her gaze for a moment, wishing her courage. “Don’t assume the worst, Callie. This is not the same.”
The exact words she needed to hear.
Deck turned Ranger toward the trail. The horse seemed to sense his urgency and moved swiftly.
Callie called Dahlia to tell her to watch for Deck. After that, all she could do was wait, straining her ears for the sound of voices, hooves on the trail. All she heard was the coo of a nearby mourning dove and the faint swish of cars on the highway. No siren yet.
Hurry up. Panic threatened.
It’ll be all right. Deck’s words blew through her like a cool breeze, settling her. He always slowed her down. What had he said about not rushing? You caught more details. Yeah. She studied a lizard skimming a mesquite trunk, then a pair of quail foraging in fallen leaves.
Before long, she heard noises—twigs snapping, the thump and click of horseshoes on hard soil and stones. Soon her father came into view, riding in front of Deck on Ranger. He looked pale as death and his face was tight with pain. Deck held Brandy’s lead and Dahlia followed on Wiley.
When her father saw her, he put on a smile. “Don’t worry about me, Callie,” he said. “I’m…fine.”
Deck helped her father into the truck while she got into the driver’s seat. “Drive like hell,” he said, sending her off with a pat on the side panel of the truck.
She did exactly that, shooting looks at her father as she raced for the highway. His face was pasty and damp with sweat and his breathing labored. He kept rubbing his arm. That was a sign of heart attack, wasn’t it?
She wanted to crawl out of her skin with anxiety.
“This is a lot of fuss over a faint,” her father said, unable to hide his grimace of pain.
Coordinating with the dispatcher, Callie met the ambulance halfway to Tucson. The three paramedics moved quickly and efficiently, asking her father questions about his pain level and the medicines he was taking, all while taking vital signs, shifting him onto a board with a collar—a precaution in case he’d been injured by the fall—putting in an IV and oxygen and giving him baby aspirin to chew.
Callie ran for her purse, then climbed into the passenger seat of the ambulance, which took off immediately, siren wailing. Callie chewed her lip and fought panic.
In a minute or two the paramedic in the back with her father stuck his head between the seats. “You doing all right up there?” He sounded so calm and cheerful she had to believe her father would be okay.
“I’m fine. How is my father?”
“We’ve got his pain down to a two out of ten and we’ll work it down to zero before we get to the hospital.”
“Did he have a heart attack?”
“He may have had one. Right now, he has an irregular heart rhythm and his pulse is erratic. He’s doing fine and we’ll be there soon.”
A heart attack. God. The paramedic gave her a sympathetic pat on the arm, reading the terror on her face. “Hang in there,” he said kindly. She nodded, blind with tears, unable to speak.
Her phone rang. “I’m on my way,” Deck said. “Do not think what you’re thinking. This is entirely different.”
He’d read her mind, and she was so glad he’d once again be at her side.


9

AT THE HOSPITAL Callie’s father was swept through the emergency entrance and down the hall to be treated, leaving her to talk to the admittance nurse, give insurance information and contact her father’s physician. After that she was ushered into a family area where people sat and read or watched TV, all looking worn, worried or bored.
With nothing to do but wait for the doctor, she was pacing the hall when she looked up to see Deck striding toward her, Dahlia trailing behind.
Callie threw herself into his arms, letting him hold her, giving in to her feelings as she had after her mother’s death. “I’m so scared,” she said into his shoulder, her body trembling. She fought to keep from sobbing.
“I know, sweetheart. I know.”
“If I lose Dad, I don’t know what I’ll do.”
“We got him here fast. They know how to help him.”
She buried her face in the cave of his chest and breathed in the cedar and sunshine smell of him, wanting to hide forever in his comforting arms. Realizing Dahlia must be watching, she composed herself and broke away.
Except Dahlia had gone. “Where’d she go?”
They turned to see her emerge from the hallway leading to the patient rooms, looking utterly bereft. “They won’t tell me anything because I’m not family.” She sank into a chair, tears streaming down her cheeks.
“They haven’t told me anything yet, either, Dahlia. It’s his heart, they think. That’s all I know.”
She looked up. “But I’ve treated him for that.”
“What are you talking about?”
“He had a…problem…a few months ago.”
“A problem? You mean an attack?” Callie was horrified.
“Just chest pains.”
“Oh, no.” Callie sagged, shocked. “He never said a word.” She glanced at Deck. His face told her he wasn’t surprised. “You knew about this? Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t he?”
“He didn’t want to worry you. You were in the middle of a big project.”
“So what? Nothing’s more important than this. I needed to know. What if he’d…died?” She felt like someone had dumped ice water on her head.
“We’ve watched his diet,” Dahlia said. “He’s had my teas. This can’t be right.”
Dahlia and her teas. Callie fought the urge to say something harsh about how crazy that sounded.
“It’s the ranch,” Dahlia blurted angrily. “It’s killing him, but he won’t let go of it.”
“Dad loves the ranch. Don’t blame this on the ranch. Heart disease is in his family. His father died of it, though he was much older….” Her voice caught. What if the disease took her father younger?
“Let’s wait until the doctors talk to us,” Deck said, putting his arm around her. “He’s getting the care he needs here. He’s safe.”
“Safe? He’s not safe!” Dahlia wailed. “Hospitals breed disease. They administer poisons, cut into people for profit. What he needs is my tea.” She fumbled in her satchel, pulling out the plastic container with all the tea compartments. She studied the sections, mumbling to herself, tears dropping onto the cover.
“We’re all upset, Dahlia,” Deck said in the voice he used to settle Brandy. “We’ll get Cal home as soon as we can.”
Dahlia gave up her search, set her tea box on her lap and wiped at her nose with a tissue. She looked miserable.
“How about we head downstairs for some coffee?” Deck said.
“I’m not thirsty,” Callie said.
“Just in case,” he said, reaching for her hand. He squeezed hard, as if trying to get through her panic, make her feel him, warm and strong beside her. “Let’s take a moment.”
He leveled his gaze at her and she took a deep breath. “All right.”
“I’ll wait here,” Dahlia said, staring ahead.
“Can we bring you something?” Deck asked.
She shook her head.
Deck led Callie to the elevator and when the doors closed, he put both arms around her. “You’ll get through this,” he said, looking straight into her eyes. “You’re not alone. I’m here for you. In whatever way you need me to be.”
“Thank you, Deck,” she said, letting him wrap her tightly in his arms. They stayed that way all the way down, as the door opened and closed, letting people on and off at different floors. As they held each other, whatever wisdom or caution or fear that had kept them apart melted away. Deck had offered himself to her and she was deeply grateful.
 
WHEN THE ELEVATOR DOORS OPENED, Deck had trouble letting Callie leave his arms. He’d meant what he’d said. He’d be what she needed—friend, sounding board, assistant…
Lover?
Yeah. That, too. No point trying to pretend he’d be smart or cautious now. Seeing her in the waiting room, small and scared, he’d remembered her pale face after her mother’s death.
Her grief had seemed bottomless. She’d tried to hide it, pretending she had it all under control, but he’d seen she was dying inside, lost and alone, raw with pain.
His own misery was still so close to the surface that he’d ached for her. Together they rode a sea of grief, the choppy waves choking them with salt and sand.
He’d be here for her now, too, no matter the cost to his peace of mind.
In the cafeteria she drank a few sips of soda before she insisted on heading upstairs again to wait for the doctor. He was holding both her hands, trying to still her trembling, when the doctor came out.
The introductions over, he sat across from Callie. “It looks like your father has atrial fibrillation,” the doctor said, pausing to let the words sink in. “That means the upper chambers of his heart aren’t beating correctly. His heartbeat is too fast, so—”
“Can it be treated?” Callie interrupted.
He nodded. “We have some effective medicines to control his heart’s rhythm and thin his blood, reducing the risk of a clot or stroke.”
“So he doesn’t need surgery?”
“We have good luck with these meds. If they fail, there are electrical procedures that sometimes work.”
“You mean with paddles?” Callie asked breathlessly.
“Along those lines. Also, radiofrequency ablation, which is where we send pulses of heat to kill off the misfiring heart cells. It’s painless and works very well. But we have no reason to believe he won’t respond to the drugs.”
The doctor stood, preparing to leave. “So, if there are no more questions…?”
Callie lunged to her feet and threw her arms around the doctor, unbalancing him. “Thanks…so much.” She sounded almost hysterical with relief. Deck’s heart ached for her.
“It was a simple diagnosis,” the startled doctor said. “I did nothing extraordinary. We’ll keep him overnight, make sure we’ve got his rhythm regulated. If all goes well, he’ll likely be released tomorrow afternoon.”
“Can I see him now?”
“He’s pretty sleepy, but you can take a minute.”
Callie went in, but her father was too groggy to do much more than squeeze her hand and murmur that he was fine. Dahlia went in, too. She declined Deck’s offer of a ride home, saying a friend would get her when she was ready to leave.
Callie was quiet on the drive to the ranch, though he caught her looking at him from time to time. They pulled up at the entrance to the house and he stopped to let her out.
She leaned in the window to say goodbye. “Will you be all right?” he asked.
She nodded wearily. “I need a shower, then I’ll try to do some work.”
He wanted to take her in his arms and just hold her, but he’d promised to do what she needed. He had to let her call the shots. “Mine’s the trailer with the blue-striped awning,” he said, pointing toward the mesquite trees. “If you want company.”
“I think I’ll be okay,” she said. “Thanks, though.”
An hour later a soft tap on his door caught him just out of the shower. He knew it was Callie before he opened the door. Her wet hair clung to her cheeks and she smelled of coconut shampoo and flowers.
“I changed my mind,” she said, and flew into his arms, the force nearly detaching the towel he’d thrown around his hips. She kissed him, making it even more difficult to keep his towel in place.
“I can’t get it out of my mind—what might have happened. It’s making me crazy. I need something else to think about.”
“Do you want a beer, some coffee, a movie?”
“No,” she said softly. “I want you. Your body. Your arms. I want to be swept away that way.”
“Are you sure?” he asked, his body tense, eager to do what she’d suggested. He had to be certain.
She nodded. “You make me feel better. Safe. You help me forget.”
She was so pretty, fresh from the shower, no makeup at all. Just Callie.
She kissed him urgently, drawing his tongue into her mouth.
He kissed her back, matching her ferocity, then swept her into his arms and carried her to his bed. He lay over her, braced on his elbows, letting her feel how much he wanted her through the sweatpants she wore and his now-meager towel.
He’d meant what he said. He’d be what she needed, no matter how much it hurt when she left. Because she would leave.
That’s what Callie did. She left.
He kissed her deeply for a long, slow time, feeling her body relax under him, feeling her let go of her panic and pain.
She wrapped her legs around his, pushed her hips up against him and held on tight. “Too many clothes,” she said.
“Right.” He pushed her long-sleeved shirt over her head and off, took down her pants and tossed away his towel until their naked bodies were in full contact. She felt so good, so right in his bed, against him, quivering and eager, soft and firm at once.
“I want you inside me,” she murmured. “You’re my medicine.”
“Whatever you need,” he said, but he realized if he entered her, things would go too fast. He wanted to give her a release that was all hers, with no distractions.
He wanted to taste her, something they hadn’t done all those years ago. He took a nipple into his mouth and sucked gently, enjoying her moan.
Then he ran his tongue between her breasts, then down the center of her ribcage, adding his lips so he could kiss his way down her torso, shifting himself lower as he went.
“Deck…?” she asked uncertainly.
“Just be still,” he murmured. He cupped her ass, ran his thumbs along the impossibly soft skin inside her thighs while she trembled in his grip.
“We’ve never…you’ve never done this befo—ohhhh.” When he found her clit, she jumped, as if electrified. He licked the length of it, while she bucked and cried out. He liked the warm smell of her, the clean, sweet taste of her sex, how slick and swollen she was against his tongue.
This was heaven.
She locked her fingers in his hair, as if she had to hold him in place—as if he’d leave until he was finished—her breathing labored in the silences between soft cries and mews of enjoyment.
He sucked her swollen button, which went tighter. Her body rocked as she rose from the pillow, then squealed as she fell back. “I’m coming…” she breathed, but he already knew because he felt the throb against his tongue. He stayed with her for those long and lovely seconds that she writhed and shivered through her climax.
Once she stilled, she tried to talk. “I can’t…I don’t…how did you…? I can’t…make words…”
“Don’t bother,” he said, kissing his way up to her mouth, grinning between kisses. “You already said it all.”
“Oh,” she sighed, watching him climb up her body, catching her breath. They kissed for a few moments, then she rolled him over onto his back and rose to her knees. Watching his face, she placed him at her opening and lowered herself, pushing him deep.
He groaned, finding himself in her soft, tight space. Her muscles tightened around his shaft, demanding more, which he wanted to give. He would never get enough of this woman.
 
THIS, THIS, THIS was what she needed, Callie thought as she slid up and down on Deck, still dizzy from her climax.
“You okay?” Deck asked her, seeming to sense her wooziness.
“I’m fabulous,” she said. She’d been so relaxed when Deck used his mouth on her, completely free, absolutely open. She never felt that kind of abandon with a man, especially when he was doing that to her. But this was different.
This was Deck.
She rocked up and down, wanting to feel him deep. Deck held her gaze, taking in every nuance of her expression. He was no doubt timing himself to match her next climax. What a lover he was. It was like he was in her head. She was startled to realize she was already close.
She wanted never to stop, never to remember how scared she’d been. She focused on the moment, on the way the golden lamplight slid in pools along the dips and curves of his body, the way his muscles tightened, shivered across his chest and arms as he gripped her hips, then cupped her breasts as she leaned forward. He was so strong and he felt so good inside her.
Her release came closer with each stroke, each lift and drop of her hips. She fought to hold back, to prolong the luxury, but she…just…couldn’t…stop….
“I’m coming,” she gasped.
“I know,” he said, and she felt him go off inside her. They bucked and gasped for glorious seconds until the waves subsided. She fell forward onto his chest, felt his heart pound against her own, his breathing rasp in her ear.
Finally she dropped to his side in the narrow bed.
Deck shifted her to spoon against her back. “You feel good.” He wrapped his arms around her, his hands on her breasts. She looked down at his fingers, then opened a palm. He had a working man’s calluses stained a rainbow of colors. He knew hard labor and delicate art. In some ways he was the whole package. Smart and funny, loyal and kind. He’d be so devoted to the woman he chose.
She had come to him because of their history, the bone-deep healing power of their sex. It wasn’t forever. Or for very long. Was that unfair to Deck? He’d said he’d be whatever she needed, but she didn’t want to hurt such a good and tender man.
“Stop thinking, Callie,” Deck said in a husky voice. “Sleep now. Think tomorrow.”
“I can’t help it.” She turned her body to see his face. “What are we doing?”
“We’re sleeping. Close your eyes.” He closed his, then opened one. Seeing her still staring at him, he opened the other. “We’re spending time together. How’s that?”
“And that’s enough for you?”
“It’s plenty.”
“You mean that?”
“When have I ever said something I didn’t mean?”
“Never,” she breathed. “I love that I can count on you. Right now I need someone dependable and steady and—”
“Boring as hell. I get it. I’m the Wiley of your world.”
“But I love Wiley.”
“With his tired old body and white whiskers?”
“That’s where the comparison ends. You’re tireless and your body is gorgeous.”
“Good to hear. Now go to sleep.” He turned her around and settled her tighter against him. His erection pressed between her cheeks, his legs twined with hers.
Feeling wicked, she said, “But I’m not sleepy.” She rubbed her backside against his penis. “And neither are you.”
“Mmmm,” he said into her hair, rocking against her.
She was on fire again as if she hadn’t just had two orgasms. She moved onto her stomach, pulling him over her body.
He reached under her to hold her stomach, while he slid his cock slowly up and down her crack.
“Yessss,” she breathed, pushing back, inviting him where she was hot and wet and slick for him.
He entered her like a deep breath, stroking deep, sliding his hands onto her thighs, then pressing her clit with greedy fingers. “You feel so good. Slippery and hot and wet.”
They rocked slowly. Her muscles clenched and released over and over, feeling so good. She wanted more, so she lifted herself onto her hands and knees, pushing herself up, presenting to him like a female animal in heat.
He pulled out slowly, his entire length, like he was denying her. “Tell me what you want,” he said.
“Go deep,” she said. “I want to feel you all the way through me.” The pressure of this angle, the intensity of the pressure made everything tight and vivid.
He did what she’d asked and she gasped. His fingers stroked her clit, while he moved in and out, tracing her, pushing her closer and closer to orgasm. She loved the slap of her butt against his groin. They were liquid and juicy and moving like one body. She felt helpless, pinned there by his hands, by the relentless strokes, by him taking her, making her his.
“Come for me, baby. Come,” he coaxed.
The words were like the trigger to an explosion and she went off. Her knees went liquid and gave way and she dropped flat to the mattress.
Deck stayed wrapped around her and inside her while she climaxed. When she finished, she felt him come within her, groaning, overcome.
Afterward, he fell back, holding her against his chest. She turned toward him so they lay face-to-face. “That was incredible.”
He nodded, breathing hard.
“Can we do this while I’m here? Be together this way?”
“Is that what you want?”
“It can’t be just me.”
What could he safely say? Deck thought for a long moment before he spoke. “It’s what I want,” he said finally, lying to Callie for the first time.
He wanted more. Way more. Deck wrapped his arms around Callie and felt her heart flutter against his chest. Could he handle this?
He’d have to. He’d lock his fingers into her mane while she tore through his life, jumped all his fences and trampled his grass. Maybe he’d burn out, be done with her before she took off again. She wanted the clatter and crowds and distraction of New York. She could no more sit still, so sunset could gather around her shoulders with its soft peace, than she could leap the Rio Feliz.
Except, she’d said she sometimes felt overwhelmed, hadn’t she? She clearly loved being back on the ranch. Pain had made her previous trips hard. Now that was passing. She’d never taken the time to experience the pleasures of life out here.
If he showed her all that was here, maybe she’d change her mind. Daily routines and free-time activities weren’t that different no matter where you lived. With someone you cared about at your side, the ordinary could seem extraordinary.
It might be crazy, but he was going to give it a try. He smiled into Callie’s hair and felt her fall asleep on his chest.
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IN THE MORNING Callie awoke to the smell of coffee and a note on Deck’s pillow:
C: I’m off to work. No rest for the sexually whipped. The coffee is Starbucks. Even in the boonies we get the good stuff. Call me if you want company picking up your father.

She smiled, feeling good in Deck’s bed, her body tired from all the sex. She liked the cozy familiarity of leaving each other notes and offering company for errands. She hoped Deck really was okay with this. The scare over her father had pushed her into his arms, but she felt better than she’d felt in a long time.
This was for now, for a little while. That was why it could be so magical. There was a time limit, a clear end in sight. Even too much dessert got old.
Reaching to the floor for her purse, she fished out her phone and called the hospital, where the nurse told her that her father would be released later in the day. She would go to see him and stay to take him home.
She sat up in Deck’s bed, rubbing her back from where she’d been wedged against the trailer wall and looked around the room that was so small it barely held the bed and a small bureau. The open closet contained a few clothes, a couple pairs of boots, running shoes and dress loafers. One of everything, nothing extra.
She padded down the short hall into what passed for a living area and kitchen. Everything was neat and tidy and spare.
The walls held two paintings. Realizing they must be Deck’s work, she stopped dead to study them. One was a horse running through a pasture. The animal seemed to pop from the canvas. The other showed a pair of coyotes at the river at dawn. They looked so alive she expected to see movement. Deck used thick layers of paint that managed to be delicate, too, making the fur seem feathery, the eyes wise. They were so good they made her shiver.
She had to see the rest of his work—and soon.
Walking on, she saw that the small table held photos of his parents, his mom with her new husband, and Ranger. The shelf over the kitchen sink held an aloe vera plant, some round creek stones and a long brown feather—Deck’s treasures, no doubt.
The man lived like a monk. Maybe he had few needs and wants. Or maybe he didn’t allow himself to desire more. He claimed he was happy here. Maybe he was. They saw life so differently. Deck stayed put and she kept moving. She heard his voice from that long-ago night. Stay with me.
She’d had the melting desire to give up, to sink into the warm comfort of Deck’s arms, to just stay. But she’d known better then and she knew better now. She would never stay and Deck would never leave. They would enjoy each other while they were together and not look for more.
Two hours later, Callie drove to the hospital and found her father dressed and sitting on the edge of his hospital bed eating soup. Dahlia stood over him, supervising.
“Dad,” she said, going to hug him. “How are you feeling?”
“Fine as frog hairs, Callie. And that’s pretty damn fine.” Was he pretending for her benefit?
“You look tired.”
“Who can sleep in a hospital with them waking you up to ask how you are every two hours? I am fine. My stress test came out decent. I have to watch my cholesterol, but that’s not new. I’ll take some medicine and my heart will be back to normal.” He flashed a look at Dahlia, as if to warn her not to argue.
“Eat your soup,” Dahlia said. “It will help heal you.”
Callie caught a whiff of fish and B vitamins, but her dad sipped without making a face.
Catching her watching, he said, “That’s all there is to it, Callie. That and a bruise the size of Texas on my behind from the fall.”
“Okay,” she said. “I believe you.”
“We’re just waiting for the wheelchair so we can leave. They have to take you out in one. Some kind of liability issue.”
She wished she could have a private moment with her father, but she could hardly chase Dahlia out. “Why didn’t you tell me about the first time you had heart trouble?”
“You would have worried. It was minor. They didn’t even know what it was.”
“What if something had gone wrong?” Her throat tightened. “I need the truth, Dad, no sugar coating. I’m an adult.”
Her father studied her. “You have nothing to worry about. I’ll follow the doctor’s orders. And Dahlia’s.” He reached up to pat the woman’s hand on his shoulder. “She’s going to wait on me hand and foot. I’m staying at her place for a few days.”
“Really?” Callie wasn’t sure she liked the idea.
“Don’t worry. I won’t let him out of my sight,” Dahlia said.
That didn’t make Callie feel better. “I came to take you to the ranch, Dad. It’s no trouble.”
“I couldn’t be in better hands. You focus on the ranch. I’ll be well taken care of.”
“But, Dad…”
“Come out and see us when you can,” he said, his tone ending the discussion.
“I will, Dad. For sure. Tonight.”
The wheelchair arrived, and Callie walked beside her father as he was pushed to the exit, where Dahlia pulled up in her Prius to take him away. Callie felt strange, waving goodbye. She should be relieved he’d be in loving hands, but she felt…uneasy.
She was still standing there when her phone rang. “You need me, Callie?” Deck’s voice warmed her.
“I need you to tell me if I’m crazy.” She explained what had happened and about her odd feelings about Dahlia.
Deck listened closely, and when she finished, he said, “It sounds like your father is safe and that he’ll be cared for. If he’d come home, what would you do? Stand over him? Hound him? I doubt he’d appreciate that.”
“That’s true.” She had to laugh at Deck’s insight.
“You can call every few hours, and we’ll go see him tonight. How’s that?”
“That sounds good,” she said. Deck had put her concern in perspective, dragging her from the edge of that whirlpool of worry she’d been sliding into.
“Maybe we can bring him some of Cooky’s corn bread.”
“Too much lard. Dahlia would never approve.”
“Good point. Brace yourself for bad tea.”
She laughed a real laugh. “Thanks. I’ll see you later.”
She drove home. It was Sunday so no work was being done on the annex. She would catch up on e-mail, touch base with Stefan and formalize her offer to the travel writers’ group.
She’d barely gotten into her room when she heard a knock and opened to Deck, who whipped into the room, grabbed her and kissed her. “I had to touch you,” he said. “Just to make sure I didn’t dream you.”
“I’m real,” she said. “And so are you.” She pressed her palm against the bulge at his zipper. “Very real.” She was happy to drop into the mindless pleasure of their bodies together for a while.
Deck lifted her off her feet and carried her to the bed, where they fell together. Clothes flew, legs tangled, mouths grasped and gasped and moaned. They were so rough, so urgent, so quick, that Callie’s skin felt chafed.
After they’d finished, Deck fell back beside her, holding on to her. They caught their breath for a few minutes, then Deck rose onto his elbows and looked around. “You realize this is the first time I’ve been in your room? Pretty girlie, Cummings.”
“I know. I’d love to update it, but I’m afraid it would upset Dad.”
“Why? You don’t live here anymore. You and your dad seem to spend a lot of time protecting each other.”
“You think so?”
“Don’t you? You’re both sturdier than you think.”
“Maybe.” It was something to think about. She squinted at her clock.
Deck, who was closer, held it out to her, then studied it. “What’s with the fish?” he asked.
“Pisces, my astrological sign. My best friend in eighth grade gave it to me for my birthday. We were into astrology at the time. Supposedly, I’m changeable and indecisive. I prefer to think of it as flexible and forward thinking.”
“It’s all in the spin, I guess. When is your birthday?”
She swallowed, not really wanting to talk about it. “March twentieth.”
“That’s soon. We should give you a party.”
“No, thanks. I don’t usually celebrate it.”
“No?”
“I just don’t like to make a big deal.”
“Ah.” He seemed to realize something. “Because of your mom?”
Her gaze shot to his. She nodded. “It’s stupid, but at first it felt like if I ignored the day, I could pretend she wasn’t gone.” Despite how tight her throat felt, she was glad to say it out loud. “Skipping it became a habit. Does that sound crazy?”
“Not at all. It makes sense. At least back then it did.”
“But I should be over it by now?”
He shrugged. “Birthdays can be simple. A cake, some candles, a gift or two. People who love you all around. You can make a birthday what you want it to be.”
“What? You’re my shrink now?”
“Sorry. Just a thought. Roll it around in your mind.”
“I will.” She let her mind go back to her birthday, the terrible one. She moved with mental care, on tiptoe, and found that she felt…okay. Sad, but not tortured. “Hmm,” she said. “I still feel sad, but it’s not…agony.”
“It wasn’t your fault, remember?” he added gently.
“You’re right. It wasn’t. I wasn’t driving, like you said.”
She laughed, surprised at the change. “I hadn’t ever said it out loud until I told you. I assumed it would always hurt like hell, so I avoided the thought. Maybe it helps to open the window a little.”
“Kind of like what you said about my pop and selling the ranch. I’d felt guilty for leasing it out, but you were right. He would have wanted me to be happy. He wanted me to go to college. I knew that, but guilt was a knee-jerk reaction.”
“Exactly. We’re pretty damn good shrinks after all,” she said, laughing. Talking with Deck, dipping her toe into the icy lake of memories, she’d become accommodated to it. The cold water became refreshing instead of painful. It was like aversion therapy for phobias.
“Nice to have a second calling,” he said, lying back, holding her against his chest.
She smiled, feeling happy. Then she remembered something. “Speaking of knee-jerk reactions, Deck, what you said about your painting is wrong. You’re good. I saw those pieces in your trailer and I want to see the rest.”
“They’re not that good.”
“I want to see.”
“God. You’re not going to let this go, are you?”
“Nope.”
“One of these days, then.” He rolled back, then shoved his hands beneath the pillow. “What’s this?” he said, pulling out her vibrator, which she’d stuffed there for easy access.
“Give me that!” She tried to grab it, but Deck held it out of reach. It was an elaborate but diabolically effective model, though in Deck’s hands it looked ridiculous.
“So, this is what you use for romance…. So many buttons.” He pushed the one that made the middle section turn small beads round and round. Deck’s eyebrows shot up in amused surprise. Lights flashed white, pink and blue. “It’s like a carnival. Except we need sound. Boom-chicka-bowow.”
“A girlfriend bought it for me after my breakup.”
“A girlfriend, huh?” He clearly didn’t believe her. He pushed more buttons. Now it pulsed and the beads rotated back and forth. “How can a man compete with this? We have nowhere near the staying power of…how many batteries?” He opened the battery door. “Four double As. That’s a lot of jiggle power.”
She grabbed it from him. “Don’t make fun. It works.”
“Show me,” he said, the joking gone from his voice. He took the vibrator and, watching her face, placed it where her thighs met so that the rabbit ears trembled against her vulva. “This how it works?”
She couldn’t help but pivot her hips. “Yeah…You…uh…got it.”
“Is this how you do it?”
“Kind of,” she said, beginning to gasp. Having the device in someone else’s power made it intense. She didn’t know what he would do next, and wondering and waiting upped the excitement.
“How’s this?” He nudged her thighs apart and placed the clear plastic tip at her opening.
“That’s good, too,” she said. “Veeerrry gooooood.”
He watched her. “Faster? Is that better?”
“It’s…great…good. It’s…all…good.” She was getting more and more aroused, her body tightening and tightening.
“I want to play,” he said. “Turn over.”
She did and he slid the vibrator beneath her, angled so the beads turned against her clit. He spread her legs from above and entered her from behind.
“Oh. Wow. Ohh…” She was instantly brought to intense arousal. He stroked her inside while the vibrator buzzed the rest of her. It was almost too much. Her mind shut down completely. Her hips swiveled, she made inarticulate noises, her clit tightened to the breaking point and she burst like fireworks in release. She was vaguely aware that Deck had surged inside her, bucking as he came. The moment went on and on, the vibrator humming, Deck tight within her, waves and waves of pleasure poured through her. Deck traveled with her the entire time.
After long, lovely seconds, finally catching her breath, she managed to roll away and switched off the vibrator. “Omigod,” she said. “I can’t believe that.”
“You didn’t have to work for that one, huh?”
“What do you mean?” She fought for breath.
“You usually work to come, like you’re not sure you’ll get there if you don’t push hard.”
“Huh,” she said. “I never thought about it, but maybe you’re right. I do put in effort. I usually need to.” She studied him. “Except with you.”
“I know you.” He smiled softly.
“You do. You know what I like.”
“And I want to know more. Show me how you like to be touched.” He kissed her mouth, then her neck.
“You already know.”
“But I want to get better.” He placed her own palm on one breast. “Show me how you like your nipples to be touched.”
His words sent a rush of desire through her. She’d never been so lost in sex, greedy and needy at once. She ran her finger slowly around a nipple.
Deck imitated her on the other breast. She squirmed. This was the sexiest sex she’d ever had.
 
DECK DIDN’T THINK he’d ever get enough of the woman beside him. She was so beautiful, her face fresh, flushed with desire. No pretense, no decoration, just Callie to the core.
Watching her trace one nipple, while he did the same to the other while she shivered and writhed made him so hard he wasn’t sure how long he could keep from slamming into her body.
He had to know more about what pleased her. He licked his finger before applying it again to the tip of her breast. “How’s this? Do you like this?”
“Mmm, yes,” she said. “Maybe more pressure.”
“Show me,” he said.
She looked at him, her eyes burning, then used more pressure with her own fingers.
“Ah, I see. Like this.” He imitated her move.
“Both of us touching me makes my brain buzz.”
“Mmm. Brain buzz. Sounds like we’re getting there. What do you like next?” She looked too dazed to respond, so he slid his other hand down to where she was swollen for him. “How do you like being touched here?”
“Like that. Slow and soft.” She bucked up against him, biting her lip. “Just like that.”
“Anything else?”
“Sometimes, I like…” She reached down and slid a finger inside herself.
“Can I play?” He put his finger beside hers.
She made a noise deep in her throat and moved more quickly, responding to the pressure they were both applying. He was completely on fire. He wanted to get inside her, bring her off, go off himself, all of it at once. He stayed still, though, and watched her as her hips pivoted and her eyes rolled back and her tongue darted out to lick her lips.
When she was ready to come, he removed both their fingers and pressed his cock inside to ride with her, convulsing with her as she lunged into release, going there himself.
Afterward, Callie flopped back onto the pillow. “That was incredible. I never in my life—” She seemed startled and happy and he kept smiling.
Stay here. Don’t go. The words played in his head. Too soon. She was as skittish as Brandy. He had to be patient. Patience was his gift. “How about a trip to the hot springs?” he murmured into her hair.
“I can’t even move,” she groaned.
“I don’t want you to get bored.”
“Bored?” She pulled back to look at him incredulously. “I can’t even think straight.”
“Good. So after we visit your dad at Dahlia’s, there’s a band I like playing at a bar in Tucson. We could take in a set.”
“That would be nice,” she said, looking a little puzzled but pleased. His plan to show her the joys of staying around seemed to be off to a good start.
 
THE VISIT TO DAHLIA’S went well. Callie felt reassured that her father was all right there. Later, the band was great. Deck kept asking her if she was enjoying herself, no doubt to be sure she wasn’t worrying about her father.
The next evening, she decided it was time to see his art, so she knocked at his door with a plate with brie, crackers, grapes and one of the wines she’d been sampling for the Rancho de Descanso cellar.
“How about a private showing, Mr. O’Neill,” she said playfully. “I brought refreshments.”
“You sure?” he said, leaning forward to kiss her.
“Mmm. More on that later. Show me.” She stepped back away from the door, waiting for him to lead her to his studio.
“Let’s get it over with,” he said, taking her to the rounded silver mobile home she recognized from years ago. Inside she got that familiar smell of paint and…turpentine, maybe? She set the tray on the sink counter, which was splotched with dried paint in a dozen colors, then turned to look around.
A few canvases hung on the walls, and a couple dozen more were stacked backward against the baseboards. At the far end was an army cot. She nodded at it. “Is that the same?”
“The very one.”
She pictured them as they’d been then—frantic, their bodies glued together, striving for release, for peace, the air around them smelling of paint and canvas and turpentine, but somehow intimate all the same.
“Have at it,” he said, waving her toward the stacks of paintings. “None of it’s that good.” He stood in the doorway, as if anxious to leave, a muscle ticking in his jaw.
The hung paintings were close-ups. One was a cactus study, little squares of detail from a century plant, a second was a triptych of parts of a horse at full gallop—chest and withers, hindquarters, muzzle. The third was three pieces of tack, so close the braided rope looked surreal, light as air, the brass ring glowing as if on fire. “These are wonderful.”
He did not react, so she turned around several of the leaning canvases. They were more of the close-in works of desert plants—mesquite, saguaro, creosote—and more parts of horses. There was a series of clouds. Spring wildflowers. Landscapes of the ranch, some in full light, some at sunset. The river, also at dusk. He’d mentioned painting this scene more than once. He’d captured it with extreme and vivid realism.
Each painting showed Deck’s distinctive style—detailed and realistic, vibrant with colors, the paint thick but delicate. Each piece was a surprise, showing ordinary objects in a new way. She’d never noticed how the spikes on a century plant looked like eagle talons, how blood vessels squiggled beneath the hide on a horse’s head.
She didn’t need an art degree to see that Deck was a clear talent.
“You get the idea,” he said, holding the door, the tray in hand, as if he expected her to leave.
“Hang on, Deck. These are brilliant.” She picked up a small painting of an agave plant. The light made it look luminous, almost edible. “I can’t believe you’ve never had a show.”
“Don’t flatter me, Callie.” He seemed almost angry.
“I’m not, Deck. I don’t do that. You know me.”
He stared at her.
“I’m telling you, this is good. It’s fresh. You have an eye for detail and light and color. You could sell in New York.”
“Like I said, I paint for me.” There was a stubborn resistance in his voice. “I have a lot to learn.”
“You’re marketable now. I have a client who owns a gallery. She shows avant garde stuff, so I doubt you’d fit, but she’ll know where you belong. It’s all word of mouth in New York, so—”
“No,” he said, then softened his voice. “I don’t need to sell a painting to feel good. Let’s get out of here before this cheese takes on the taste of linseed oil.”
“But you should get recognition. Hell, make some money.”
“I don’t need that or want it. Maybe one day.”
“What are you afraid of?”
He looked at her, fighting an angry response, she could tell. When he spoke, he spoke in a deliberately quiet voice. “Manhattan might be the center of the universe to you, but it isn’t to me. When I want a show, there’s a co-op gallery in Tucson I’d approach. But, as I said, I don’t want that now.”
He was warning her to let it go, but she couldn’t stand seeing his talent wasted. “Aren’t you even curious? I could take digitals of a few pieces and e-mail them to my client.”
He looked at her for a long silent moment.
“Don’t say no, say maybe?” she tried.
“Let’s go.” That was as close to giving in as Deck would get.
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THE NEXT TWO MONTHS flew for Callie. Except for a few hitches due to the inexperienced crew and Garrett’s family problems, construction continued steadily.
Caroline Bestway had come through with the new furniture and fabrics. Already the casitas, lobby and dining room had been updated. The spa—an extension off the expanded recreation room—turned out great, the tennis court had been poured and work on the pool would begin in a week.
The hot springs upgrade even met Deck’s approval. She’d put in a handrail, but left the rest alone. The massage ramada and meditation garden turned out well. Deck grudgingly admitted they added something to the spot. She would wait to scoop out another soaking pool until she saw how high the demand became. She’d kept the far pool private for family use.
Managing the construction, planning for the launch, arranging marketing and advertising and hiring additional employees kept her so busy her head spun.
She’d kept all the hands and housekeeping staff, offering them good raises, and hired a new assistant manager, Jessica Swift, whom she hoped might become the manager when Callie returned to New York. The woman was calm, efficient and smart and had five years’ experience as an assistant manager at a Vegas resort.
The big push now was for the launch party. A dozen travel writers had signed up for the postconference stay that weekend. She wanted the renovation as close to complete as possible and the system smoothed to an effortless glide by then.
With the deadline ticking relentlessly closer, Callie had to-do lists for her to-do lists, but she felt good about what she’d accomplished. If it all went as planned, Rancho de Descanso would be making a profit within a year.
She was under budget on Phase One of the makeover, thanks to economies here and there and cost-cutting construction moves. She hoped Garrett wasn’t sacrificing quality, but the savings pleased her. She’d reported her success to Valhalla, but hadn’t heard a response. She expected high praise when Finn brought two partners to the launch weekend.
When she wasn’t busy with the ranch, Callie was on the phone with Stefan. She’d casually asked him how he felt about buying her out and he’d seemed relieved by the idea. Her e-mails with the managing partners of Ogden, Rush & Tillman had been positive, meaning she was poised to make her next career move when she returned.
She looked forward to that, anxious to be done with this exhausting project, ready to move on. Well, except for her father. And Deck. Deck was always on her mind.
Her father still worried her. After a week at Dahlia’s, he’d returned, claiming to be a new man, but whenever she talked to him, she felt him gear up to sound energetic. Was he hiding pain or new symptoms? She wished he’d be honest with her.
She sensed a tug-of-war between her father and Dahlia over where to stay. Dahlia did not like the ranch, a fact that became clearer every time Callie encountered her on the property.
On the other hand, she seemed to have taken good care of Callie’s father and she’d filled the spa products order in record time exactly as Callie had requested.
One annoyance was Taylor, who spun out every few days in his patrol car to check on the project. He was solicitous and he’d pushed through the permits for her on a fast track, so she shouldn’t complain. The longing looks she caught on his face made her uncomfortable.
Nights with Deck were heaven. The sex was amazing—intense, healing, intimate—and that made her nervous. They were tangling their lives as well as their limbs, and the separation would be painful.
Deck seemed to have launched a campaign to show her how action-packed and cosmopolitan life could be out here in the desert. They stayed clear of Abrazo, wordlessly agreeing to avoid tongues wagging about their relationship, but spent many evenings in Tucson. They went to an art show at the co-op gallery he’d mentioned, saw a photography exhibition, attended a lecture at the University of Arizona, went to a poetry slam at a coffeehouse off campus, ate at all the hot restaurants, went to movies and even a Broadway production that was passing through.
His efforts touched her, but she worried that he thought she might stay. They had an agreement. Surely Deck would stick to it. She couldn’t make herself bring up the topic. Things were going so well, she didn’t want to risk it.
She was having too much fun. The sex, the nights out, working together, getting his thoughts on whatever came up. With him around, the ranch was a pleasant and interesting place.
She was a little troubled by how out of touch she felt with her old life. That became vividly clear the night three friends called from a girls’ night out at a noisy bar. They were drunk and missed her, so they filled her in on the latest gossip, talking so fast, tossing out in-jokes she didn’t get. They seemed as far away as the Triple C had seemed when she’d visited in the past. She missed them, but she felt distant from the talk of who was sleeping with whom, what agency had fired what account rep, what parties were hot and why.
It made sense, really. She was so immersed in the resort work and so much depended on her success, that ordinary life had to seem frivolous by comparison. She’d be back in the swing as soon as she returned. It might have been smart to book a few days in New York to hit some parties, schmooze the VPs at the agency she wanted to join, raise her visibility a bit.
She was just too busy at the ranch.
And strangely content.
Early Friday evening, a month before the Rancho de Descanso grand opening, she and Deck sat at the kitchen while Cooky unveiled his latest epicurean creation: a delicately spiced rabbit stew that exploded like fireworks of flavor on your tongue. Callie had taken Deck’s advice and asked Cooky to step up his game. Cowboy gourmet turned out to be Cooky’s niche. He’d added a down-home flair to countless upscale menu items, cooking his tough old heart out.
Deck leaned forward and dabbed at her cheek with a napkin. “We’d better get going if we’re going to get decent seats,” he said. The Red Elvises, a funky Russian group that did old rock-and-roll tunes, were appearing, one show only, at a Tucson club.
“Could we skip it?” she asked, hoping not to disappoint him. “I’m kind of beat.”
“You want to stay home?” He looked delighted, but tried to hide it. “These guys don’t tour much. Could be your last chance to hear ‘Blue Suede Shoes’ with Russian accents.”
“I’ll have to chance it.”
“I got a DVD from Netflix we could watch at my place.”
“Sounds great.” She preferred Deck’s place when Dahlia and her father were down the hall at the ranch house.
Deck grinned like she’d offered him the key to the city.
They didn’t make it through half the movie before they were making love on Deck’s sofa. Falling onto him afterward, she bumped a book off an overhanging shelf. She reached to the floor and picked it up. It was a sketchpad with a curling, charcoal-stained cover. “Can I look?” she asked. Deck shrugged, so she flipped it open.
There was a nude woman stretched out on a bed. “Is this…?”
“You? Yeah. I didn’t quite catch this curve….” He ran his finger down the side of her body, while studying the drawing with a critic’s eye.
“Or here, where your hair curls at your neck.” He touched the place with a feather-soft stroke. “And this spot at the base of your throat.” He brushed, then kissed the spot with a tenderness that melted her.
“I get so lost with you,” she said. She felt torn—Callie at the ranch and Callie in New York were different enough to be two separate people.
“You’re right here, Callie. I’ve got you.” He kissed her, then noticed her face. “What is it?”
“I don’t know. I guess I miss New York. I’ve been away so long.” Or maybe she didn’t miss it enough. “I feel out of it.”
“You’ll get it back.” Distance came into his eyes. “If that’s what you really want.” He paused. “Is it?” The question hung in the air, impossible to ignore.
“My life’s in New York, Deck.”
“Things change,” he said, looking away, trying to hide the emotion she heard plainly in his voice.
“This from a man who hasn’t changed in eleven years.”
“That’s just my hat, Callie.” She was relieved he’d joked in return. They’d tiptoed out onto the ledge, scared themselves and dropped back to the safety of their lovely limbo.
To change the subject, she flipped through the sketch pad. “You are so talented, Deck. I mean it.”
“Hang on a sec,” he said. He flipped back to the drawing, took a piece of charcoal from the box on the bottom shelf of his table and began working on the parchment, glancing at her body, then sketching, rubbing, then drawing more.
His focus was unnerving. His gaze was intimate, but dispassionate at the same time. She felt more naked than naked.
When he was finished, he turned it for her to see.
“You made me look sexy and…sensual, I guess. Relaxed.”
“You are sensual and sexy. Relaxed, not so much, but I’ll get you there one of these days.”
“I’m just fine,” she said, grabbing a charcoal to dash a moustache on his upper lip, then a goatee on his chin.
He raised up to see his reflection in the small window above them. “I look like I should be holding a goblet of saucy Cabernet and nibbling rumaki at some gallery opening.”
“Not a bad idea.”
He leaned down to kiss her, sliding his body against hers, slow and easy, getting into it again.
But she wasn’t ready to sink into physical oblivion just yet. His talent fascinated her. “What goes on in your head when you’re drawing or painting?”
“It’s hard to explain. When it’s going well, a place in my brain fires up and my hand shapes what my mind sees. More and more, what I have in my head actually appears in what I paint. Some days it’s hard to put down the brush.”
“Your paintings are so haunting. I noticed your pieces are either very close up or very far away—a solitary figure at sunset, a single cactus on a hill, a muscle on a horse’s neck, light on a cactus spine.”
“I hadn’t thought of it that way, but that sounds right. Either way, it’s like I’m unraveling the string of the thing, peeling back the light and color to get at the core of it, the essence….”
She loved the low intimacy of his voice, the fire in his eyes. Tingles and chills raced up and down her arms and spine as he talked on about how he worked. She felt he was letting her see his soul and she was in awe of him.
She loved when he described the world through his eyes. She wanted to see it that way. To hold still. To watch, to listen, to absorb. Which was not like her at all.
She wanted to share his work with the world, too. Which gave her a sudden idea. “What if I hang your paintings in the ranch house? Treat it like a gallery? In the great room and down the long hall? For the opening for sure. We’ll post prices.”
“You know what I think about that.” He shook his head.
“You’d be helping me. I’ll have artwork without breaking my budget. Come on. Help me out here.”
“You’re working me, aren’t you?”
“Not yet, no,” she said, running her finger down his chest, then wrapping her hand around his penis, which responded instantly. “Now I’m working you.”
“Mmm,” he said, kissing her hair.
“So, do we have a deal?” she said in her sexiest voice, playing with him, but serious, too.
“How can I say no when you have me in your grip.” He moved her back onto the bed and rolled over her, masterful and sexy, and soon they were streaked in charcoal and slithery with sweat, their own private art project in rhythmic motion.
Afterward, lying in Deck’s arms she realized how much she would miss this. For the first time in her life, she saw that moving on would hurt more than staying.
 
DECK LED CALLIE to the picnic bench outside his trailer and sat her down, hoping she’d like what he was about to do. The resort open house was next week, and Callie had worked nonstop. In the rush, she hadn’t realized what today was, which made this a perfect surprise. He hoped to hell he’d judged right.
The night air smelled of spring, and a light breeze lifted her hair from her shoulders. She’d been letting it hang loose, naturally curled, not tamed and sophisticated as it had been when she first came. She wore only light makeup these days. He thought that was a good sign. She’d grown calmer. Her eyes were clearer, her skin a healthy tan, her shoulders more relaxed.
“What are you up to?” she asked him.
“Close your eyes,” he said, “and I’ll go get it.”
“What is it?” she asked. “Tell me.”
“Stop arguing and just close your eyes, would you?”
“Okay, okay. They’re closed.”
He started toward his trailer, then turned back. “No peeking.”
She laughed, a sound he loved.
A minute later he carried out the birthday cake Cooky had made, so full of frosting flowers, doves, ribbons and lace that Deck had had a hell of a time finding room for twenty-nine candles.
He placed the cake, along with his newspaper-wrapped gift, on the table in front of Callie and sat beside her. The candles sent up a soft circle of warmth that made Callie’s face glow.
“Now open your eyes,” he said.
She did, giving him a quick smile before looking down at the table. She gasped.
“It’s your day, Callie. I hope you’re okay with a small celebration. I thank the stars you were born.”
“Deck…” She swallowed hard. “I don’t know what to say.” She studied the cake and seemed to be gathering her thoughts. “I just…” She made a sound that was half laugh and half cry, then widened her eyes. “It doesn’t hurt. It’s my birthday and it feels good.” She threw her arms around his neck.
“Good,” he said, when she’d released him. “You mom would want you to enjoy your day. She was big on celebrations.”
“She was,” she said, nodding.
“I considered inviting Cal and Dahlia, but since there was a chance you’d throw the damn cake at me, I kept it just us.”
“Very wise,” she said, running her fingers through his hair, studying him, her eyes shiny and wet, her smile so big he wanted to laugh. “You’re a wise man, Declan O’Neill.”
“Open your gift,” he said, embarrassed by his own emotions. “Sorry it’s newspaper wrapping. Couldn’t find a ribbon.”
She tore the paper away. He’d framed his charcoal sketch of her in a simple red-enamel frame. “It’s lovely.”
“Not as lovely as the original, but good enough to frame.” He was damn glad he’d made her happy. He leaned close to kiss her, then nodded at the flickering flames. “Make a wish.”
She did and so did he. Watching her, he let the thought fly. Stay with me.
She blew out the candles and they carried the cake inside, though neither seemed interested in a piece. Callie clung to him as they stood in the tiny kitchen of his trailer. Her muscles, usually tensed as if to take off, seemed more relaxed, more settled. Maybe now, with him, she’d stay awhile.
This moment had weight, here in his place, gold with lamplight. Callie’s eyes stayed with his instead of skipping away as usual. She seemed to be memorizing him. That was how he studied an object he intended to paint.
After a long moment she seemed to come to herself. “What are we doing standing here? We need the bed.” She was definitely changing the subject, but he didn’t mind. This was a big step for a woman as skittish as Callie.
He carried her down the narrow hall and they tumbled to his bed, Callie’s laugh husky and deep. They undressed each other and he found his way inside her. He focused closely on Callie, the way she moved, her eyes, the hitch in her breathing, the small sounds of pleasure she made, happy that she no longer tried to wrestle her climax to the ground.
She knew he’d get her there just fine.
When it was over, he watched her sleep. She was so beautiful. And funny and smart and driven. She amazed him.
The work she’d done on the ranch hadn’t been easy, but she’d managed it with grace and energy. She made employees feel like part of a team, crucial to the success of the new ranch. Everyone had geared up for the grand opening. The ranch hands were polishing up the tack and saddles like they expected the president. Cooky had tried out so many new dishes Deck had thrown on five pounds in the last month.
Deck had done what he could to help between his regular chores. He’d located the additional trail horses she needed, scoped out the livestock sales for when the time came, and checked on the construction, where his Spanish came in handy when Templeton went AWOL.
He thought he’d been good for Callie, too. She sure as hell had been good for him. Now that he had her in his arms every night, something had clicked into place. Like his life was right at last.
He hadn’t known what was missing. Of course, he’d been busy. He had work, people counting on him. He’d done what needed to be done. He’d been content. More or less.
He ran a finger down the line of her body he’d tried to capture in his sketch. She smacked her lips and cuddled against him. He was so damned happy.
What about when the ranch was finished? There was another couple of weeks’ work on the addition. Callie would shake down the operation for a few weeks more. The new casitas and landscaping the surrounding acres weren’t finished. She wouldn’t have to be on-site to manage that. She’d hired a good assistant Deck knew she hoped could take over when she left. He’d said he’d stay on as field manager for a while.
Unless she stayed. She could manage the resort. Surely she had a personal investment in what she’d built. She said she missed New York, but she didn’t act like she did. She acted…happy. She was coming around to it in her mind, he believed. That’s what the long looks were about, the silences. She was working it out in her mind, trying it on for size.
He could push the issue, but Callie had to figure it out for herself. She already knew he wanted her here. He told her with every gesture, every kiss, every night out.
She would come around. Maybe she already had.
 
THE DAY OF THE OPENING Callie was in constant motion. So much hung in the balance. She couldn’t miss a detail. She had help, of course, but she was the only person who knew all the pieces to the puzzle. When she wasn’t advising employees, confirming the jazz trio she’d booked, making sure the guest rooms were in perfect shape, she was directing delivery people with potted plants, area rugs, flowers, food and wine.
The annex wasn’t quite finished, so they’d had to fake a few things. At noon, she saw the furniture truck pull in with the beds, tables, chairs and sofas that would give the place the appearance of being ready. They’d have to haul the stuff away after the weekend, so the workers could put in windows and other finishing work.
She waved the truck toward the spot and dashed inside to make sure the annex was cleared and prepped for setup. The place reeked of the newly applied varnish. Four open cans with brushes sat in the hallway. Damn. The crew did not work neat.
They’d worked hard, though. Everyone had. And been ingenious while they were at it. When the electrical circuits for the annex kept blowing, Callie brought out kerosene lanterns, enlisting everyone to hammer up small wooden ledges in every guest room and down the hall, so that the rustic flair looked deliberate. She’d pulled out strings of twinkle lights from the ranch’s holiday decorations and with a few strategically placed extension cords managed to create an elegant, festive effect.
She told the delivery crew what went where, then hastily moved the varnish cans into an alcove, blocking them from view with a decorative vase of pampas grass, getting her hands sticky in the process. She hoped to steal a moment to clean up.
She called Rosa to get the housekeeping staff to throw spreads on the temporary beds and add decorative touches.
Luckily, the refurbished ranch house rooms and the five casitas would be enough to house the travel writers and the Valhalla people. Finn had nearly canceled the trip, only coming through at the last minute. That worried her. Had they lost interest in the project? She expected him to bring the Phase Two check so they could start the new casitas and finish the landscaping. Already, Garrett had extended her credit for supplies and for clearing the lots.
With the annex more or less ready, Callie headed to the kitchen, where Cooky wanted her to taste the final versions of his appetizers, as well as his wine pairings. The man had become a manic foodie. But that was all to the good. He loved the new grill and wood-fire stove they’d installed.
After that, she would meet with the staff, including the nervous new employees, for a final pep talk and rundown. Caroline and Anita were sharing hosting duties, freeing Callie to tour the writers and do interviews.
She’d prepared media kits with photos and a dozen story ideas. If all went well, she’d have seeded travel magazines and newspaper travel sections with stories that would appear off and on throughout the year, leading to the steady increase in reservations she needed.
The travel writer weekend was the linchpin in her marketing campaign, which included direct mail, targeted print ads and a sponsorship on the Travel Network. She was close to being featured on an episode of a popular travel show, too.
In short, the renovation was Callie’s best work. If she could pull off the launch it would be green lights all the way. Once the casitas were started and she had the kinks out of the operation, Callie could safely return to New York, checking in by phone and visiting every few months. If her plan worked, Rancho de Descanso would turn a profit before year’s end.
What about Deck?
Her mind stalled whenever she thought about leaving him, so she pushed the idea away for now. Maybe they were finished with each other. These things tended to burn out, right? Couldn’t they find a natural stopping place?
She looked at her watch. Hell, the travel writers were due soon. She’d sent a van to pick them up from their conference hotel. She was about to risk a quick shower when she noticed Taylor had pulled up and was heading toward her.
She forced a smile. He meant well. “Hi, Taylor.”
He reached to shake her hand, but she held them up. “Sorry. I’m sticky with varnish.”
“Things under control for tonight?” he said, scanning the yard, where workers were placing the pots of flowers and plants she’d rented to make up for the unfinished landscaping. “Anything I can do?”
“We’ve got it handled so far. My guests should arrive any minute, though, so I have to keep going.” Hint, hint. “I want to thank you for helping with those last-minute permits.”
“Happy to do it. You know that, Callie. Anything for you.”
She reached into her pocket for one of her complimentary stay cards. “If you and a date want a getaway, we’d be delighted to have you.”
He gave her a sad smile. “I’m not after a freebie overnight, Callie.”
“I just want to thank you somehow.” She felt embarrassed.
“You have. Many times.” Longing crossed his face, but he pushed it away, managing a tight smile. “That’s what friends are for.” He clearly wished for more.
Uncomfortable in the moment, she glanced past him to where Deck was walking a horse around the corral.
Taylor followed her gaze, then turned back. “I hear you’re seeing the cowboy.” His words were low, his voice dead.
How had he found out? She and Deck were careful. There were no secrets in a small town, she guessed.
“Your boyfriend know?”
“I don’t want to talk about this, Taylor. I’m in the middle of trying to—”
“Because I guess I’m old-fashioned that way.” Now he sounded angry. “I respected you. I believed you. If you said you had a boyfriend you were serious about, I wouldn’t violate that. I guess not everyone has that kind of integrity.”
“Taylor, I…I don’t know what to tell you.”
He shook his head, finished with the topic. “Doesn’t matter.” He held up his hands. He’d wrapped his hurt up tight. “Garrett says you’ve asked for credit. You overshot your budget?”
“It’s just a cash flow issue,” she said, wishing Garrett hadn’t been so generous with information.
“It happens. You get overextended, you let me know.”
“I appreciate that,” she said. Was he offering her a loan? Did he want to buy in to the project? She did not have time to explore his intentions. She needed to escape.
“I’m looking out for you, like always,” he said wearily.
“You’ve been a great help, I know.” She felt bad that he knew about Deck and that she’d lied to him about Stefan. He thought she was a cheater and a liar. Why hadn’t she told him the truth? He’d seemed so vulnerable, so easily hurt.
He tipped his hat at her, then headed to his car. Opening the door he turned to look at her for a long moment, which made her feel strange. Finally, as if he’d made some decision, he bent into his car and drove away fast.
The van of travel writers arrived then, ending her chance at a shower. Callie met with them over a fresh batch of Cooky’s cinnamon rolls and coffee. She handed out packets, showed them their schedule, which included a sunset wine-tasting horseback ride, an overnight pack trip for the more adventurous, complimentary spa treatments and massages.
After the meeting, the writers were escorted to their rooms in the ranch house or one of the casitas. Her father came over to speak to her. “Anything I can do?”
“Nope. Just enjoy yourself,” she said.
“I hope tonight is everything you want it to be.” He pulled her into a hug, then held both of her arms. “You’ve worked so hard, how could it not be?”
“I won’t rest until we’re back in the black.”
“Whatever makes you happy. That’s all that counts.” She thought that was an odd way to put it, but had no time to talk.
At two, Finn and two Valhalla partners arrived in an Escalade, bleary-eyed and rumpled. Claiming jet lag, they declined a meeting, but Finn promised they would take one of her tours before the reception. She hoped he had a check with him.
Shaking off her disappointment, she caught sight of Deck in the corral and went to him. He sent two travel riders off on a trail ride with one of the newly hired hands, then turned to where she stood at the fence.
“Hey, there, cowboy,” she said. “You look amazing.” He wore the fancy leather chaps and his dressier hat, as she’d asked.
“I feel like I’m in a rodeo parade, but you’re the one putting on a show, I guess.”
“I’d like to get you out of those chaps and into something warm and wet,” she murmured. “Me.”
“Mmm. Better not keep that up or I’ll haul you over that fence and have my way with you in the barn.”
“I double-dog dare you.”
“If you meant that for a second, I’d do it.”
She felt the usual hot shiver when he looked at her.
“After this is over, I say we sleep under the stars.” His eyes burned at her, promising way more than sleep.
“I can’t wait,” she said.
Tonight they’d celebrate her triumph in each other’s arms.
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THE RECEPTION WAS in full and boisterous swing when Callie finally took a breather on a stool at the outdoor bar. She looked around. The place was packed, but the flow was comfortable enough that no one would feel claustrophobic or annoyed. Appetizers circulated, along with plenty of margaritas, and the music from the jazz group created the perfect background for lively talk.
She prided herself on producing events with the care of a movie director, and this reception had all the signature Callie Cummings elements—great ambiance, plentiful food and drink, careful hosting so everyone felt attended to. Everywhere she looked, people laughed, smiled and happily chatted, completely engrossed in each other.
The writers had asked tons of questions on their tour. The Arizona media presence had been big, too. Her throat was dry from talking, her legs ached from all the running around and her head still spun after the constant tweaks and behind-the-scenes adjustments an event like this required. She was out of practice, she realized, but she could get back to speed in a quick hurry. Event management was like riding a bicycle.
She noticed her father and Dahlia heading her way. She’d seen her father hanging with ranch cronies most of the evening.
“You’re a miracle, Callie,” her father said, hugging her. “This reminds me of one of your mother’s parties. This is what we needed—your hand on the reins.”
“I’m glad, Dad,” she said. “I wanted to make you happy.” This event meant more to her than all the parties, receptions and galas she’d produced in New York, that was certain, and his pride in her made every frustration worthwhile. “It’s a good sign for the future.” They’d achieved the first benchmark on her timetable. So far, so good.
“This has been just lovely,” Dahlia said. “So many people took my samples.” She’d circulated a basket with her products.
“I just wish Colleen were here to see you shine,” her father said, his voice shaky. “She would be so proud of you.”
“Do you think so?” Callie was startled by the sting of tears.
“Of course. But I’m proud enough for both of us.”
“Thanks, Dad,” she said, hugging him, hiding her wet eyes.
Her father and Dahlia headed up to bed, arms at each other’s waists, and Callie watched them go, her heart full.
Only one bit of bad news hung in her head. Finn Markham hadn’t brought a check. He’d obviously been trying to avoid her, and she had to chase him down and ask him directly.
“We’re just a tad off on our funding cycle,” he’d said, changing the subject to how many cute women were at the party.
She’d explained about the credit Templeton Construction had advanced her toward Phase Two of the build. Finn glanced at his partners, then shot her a showy smile. “Not to worry. Downstrokes turn into upswings quick in our biz. Let it ride a bit. It’ll all come out just fine.”
Now she’d have to work out something with Garrett, maybe delay the casitas for a few months, seek a loan. Her stomach churned, but she would not allow bad news to ruin her triumph.
She focused on the party. Guests sat on the curved stone bench around the new fire pit sipping wine, talking quietly, laughter bubbling up frequently. The firelight turned their faces golden, the wood smoke gave off that lovely campfire smell and the piano-and-bass piece the band played floated on the night air, smooth and sexy. Even the stars seemed to decorate the party, twinkling extra bright.
“You look happy.” Deck’s voice behind her flooded her with new warmth.
“I am happy. Take a look.” She gestured out at the crowd. “This is why I love my job. Moments like these.”
He nodded. “You’re good at this. You’re like your mother. She never knew a stranger.”
“That’s true.”
“In a way, you’ve followed in her footsteps. She was a party planner, too, right?”
“She was. Yeah.” Her mother held frequent parties at the ranch and chaired the committee that put on the town’s Cinco de Mayo fiesta, Easter egg hunt and Fourth of July picnic.
“I hadn’t put that together.” Her own career was an unconscious attempt to do as her mother had always done. She could picture her in the middle of a party, eyes shining with joy as her guests ate her food, drank her special cocktails and played the unique games she devised.
Best of all, the memory didn’t hurt. She missed her mother, but she was grateful for the years she had enjoyed with her.
“Thank you,” she said to Deck.
“My pleasure. I can’t wait to get you alone.” He brushed her hair back, put his arm behind her back in gentle support. Deck was there. Always there. However she needed him to be. “Meet me after you’ve put your guests to bed.”
So she did. When the fire was embers, the guests retired, her staff wearily taking out the last of the trash, Callie made her way to the far mesquite grove where Deck waited for her, already in the large sleeping bag. The air was mild, the breeze light and the stars bright in the velvet sky.
“I brought you a pillow, princess,” he said, patting the white mound beside him. She’d complained of a neck cramp after their last night under the stars.
She removed her clothes and joined him, warmed by his naked body wrapped around her, pleased by the pillow. They faced each other, braced on elbows, legs twined.
“You did good, Callie,” he said. “The party was a hit. I don’t know how you manage it. That kind of thing wears me out.”
“It makes me feel alive,” she said.
“I can see that.”
“And you! I saw Sold dots on three of your pieces.”
“We’ll see if they’re still there when the booze wears off. When can I take my stuff down?”
“Why would you want to? You might sell more.”
“I didn’t want them up in the first place. You twisted my…well you know what part you twisted, Callie.”
“But look how well it turned out. They look so good on the walls. Besides, I can’t afford to replace them quite yet.”
“Callie…” He sighed, but he seemed to decide to let the issue pass. “Leave them up for a while more, I guess.” He leaned in to kiss her, urgently, as if to forget everything else.
She felt the same way. She didn’t want to think of how she would miss him when this was over. They kissed and moved against each other, sliding into position, then joining their bodies, staying right here under the mesquite tree in this sleeping bag, where they belonged.
“When you’re inside me, I never want you to go,” she said, lifting her hips, inviting him deeper.
Deeper he went. She had to say more, to tell him what this had meant to her. “You’ve made this place feel like home again, Deck. I’ve loved being here with you.”
 
LOVED. PAST TENSE, as in, I’ll soon be gone.
Despite his promise not to let doubts assail him, Callie’s words hit like a punch in the gut.
“Deck?” she said, sensing his withdrawal.
“I’m here,” he said, forcing himself to keep on. He thrust deeper, loving the way she gasped, how her eyes flared hot. All the same, he was backing away. He wanted her too much and she wasn’t his. She had another life she preferred.
She moved more quickly now, giving the soft sounds that told him she was nearing release. He helped her along, holding her hips, intent on her reactions, breathing her in, pressing his fingers into her soft skin and the firm muscles beneath.
You’re mine, he told her with every stroke. And I’m yours.
She shivered and stilled, then cried out.
He broke open inside her, calling her name, too, embarrassed by how desperate he sounded. He wrapped his arms around her, absorbing her heat and giving her his, holding on. Was this how love felt? Like his insides had been run through a blender? Where was the joy? He felt trapped, tense, braced for it to go to hell.
Callie’s heart fluttered against his chest like a bird cupped loosely in a palm.
Stay. Why couldn’t he say it? For once in your life, go with your heart, Deck. He took a breath, ready to risk it, except Callie rose onto her elbows and smiled down at him. “I’d love you to see my place in New York.”
“Sure,” he said, an ache passing through him like a hot knife through butter. “Maybe I’ll visit,” he managed to say.
She blinked, as if startled by his reply. “There’s so much I can show you.” She bit her lip, then fell away from him to stare up at the sky.
He felt her absence like a cold wind. A taste of how he’d feel without her. He’d been a fool.
Maybe he’ll visit? Callie felt stung. They’d grown so close over these months, she thought. She figured he didn’t want it to end any more than she did.
But she’d been wrong. That was obvious. Once again he was ending it early, being sensible, practical, mature.
The distance between them suddenly felt as huge as the miles on a map between Abrazo and Manhattan.
She fought to sort it out, to be mature for once. What did she think he was going to do? Come with her to Manhattan? Live in her apartment? Rent a studio so he could paint like the thousands of aspiring artists in the city?
“We’ve had fun, haven’t we?” she said finally, her heart in agony. They cared about each other, but maybe that sprang from their past. Maybe they’d healed themselves so they could move on in their separate lives.
“Sure,” he said flatly. “Lots of fun.”
Did she love him? Probably, but how far could she go with her crippled heart? Be sensible. This is better.
For long, painful minutes they stared upward and took tense breaths. Callie couldn’t stand it. She rolled back to look down at him. “Hey. Why so gloomy? I’m not leaving tomorrow. We’ve still got time.”
He tried to smile. “Sure.” He kissed her, but his lips were barely there. It was a ghost of a kiss.
She fell back onto the sleeping bag and they resumed staring up at the vast desert sky. They were together, but so alone. Callie’s heart twisted in her chest.
Go, go, get out of here. Her mantra started up in her head. As soon as the resort’s operation was set, the upswing assured, she’d get the hell back where she belonged. Whatever was left of her heart was already in agony.
 
IN DECK’S DREAM, Callie surprised him by agreeing to go on a horse pack trip. If it went well, she’d said she would stay. He was so happy until the campfire started to smoke. Billowing clouds of smoke had them both coughing and rubbing stinging eyes. Dammit, this would ruin everything.
He fought to move, to put out the fire. He had to save Callie, save her good feelings, keep her happy.
Danger. Wake up. Now. He jerked up, breathing hard. Awake. He’d been sleeping under the trees near the ranch house, Callie beside him. There was no pack trip and no campfire.
So why did he still smell smoke?
Flickering light drew his gaze to the annex, not a hundred yards away, where flames licked at the empty window frames. Smoke rose, ominous in the moonlight, a dangerous gray against the black night.
He touched Callie’s shoulder. “Wake up, Callie.”
She opened her eyes and blinked, dazed. “What happened?”
“There’s a fire. Everyone’s safe if the wind stays calm, but we should empty the ranch house just in case.”
She nodded, leaning out of the bag, grabbing her clothes, shaking her head to wake up.
Deck dialed 911, dressing while he talked to the dispatcher. Rural Metro had a fast response time, he knew, but the fire looked well established, no doubt feeding on the newly varnished walls.
They jogged to the ranch house together. Inside, sleepy-looking people were already tromping down the stairs, led by Cal, Dahlia holding his arm. How the hell did they know?
“Fire trucks are on the way,” Deck told Cal.
“I was making tea when I saw the fire,” Dahlia said, her eyes huge.
“Here.” Cal handed Deck a key. “This is the master. Check all the rooms. Make sure everyone’s out.”
Deck nodded and Cal led Dahlia out the door.
Callie was reassuring the guests as they headed outside. “You’re in no danger. The fire is in the next building. We’ll be back inside in a jiff.” She managed to sound calm, though Deck heard the fear beneath her words.
After he’d checked the guest rooms, Deck searched the ground floor to be sure everyone was outside. In the Cummingses’ kitchen, he found a teapot on the floor in a puddle of water, the stove burner glowing red. He turned it off, then checked the window. Sure enough, the fire was clearly visible from here. What the hell was Dahlia doing making tea at three in the morning?
When he emerged from the ranch house, he heard the low whine of a siren. The guests, in pajamas or robes or wrapped in blankets, murmured and pointed at the fire, now roaring yellow against the dark sky.
The casitas, far enough away not to be disturbed by the noise, were dark. Except…he noticed three men outside the farthest one, silently watching. Callie’s investors, he thought. What had awakened them?
The siren got louder as it hit the ranch road. But the vehicle wasn’t loud enough for a fire truck and soon he saw that it was Taylor Loft, jerking to a stop at a reckless angle, kicking up dust, as if he had to rush to save the day. What an ass. It wasn’t like the guy to even show for a fire. He wanted to look like a hero for Callie, no doubt.
Sure enough, he headed straight for her.
A second police car pulled up. Tad Renner got out, spoke to Loft, then began setting out unnecessary traffic cones and marking off the annex with yellow tape. Deck went to help him. Taylor, the officious prick, ordered the guests to move back, though no one was anywhere near the fire.
Within minutes two engines, a fire truck and an ambulance arrived and set to work on the fire. EMTs made sure no guests had injuries or had inhaled smoke.
Callie finished talking with the lead fire fighter and turned toward Deck. She looked devastated.
“You okay?” he asked her.
“The annex will be gone. They can’t save it.”
“You have insurance. Templeton, too.”
“We had trouble with the breakers. Could it be electrical?”
“That’s possible. I’m sure the varnish sped the burn.”
“Varnish!” She gasped. “Oh, God. The workers left cans in the hall, so I tucked them in an alcove. Could that have caused it? Varnish fumes? I hid them with pampas grass. Dry grass! Talk about tinder.”
“The temperature has to be high to cause combustion. You need ignition, a spark or something…”
“We had kerosene lanterns all over the place. Maybe we left one burning. The ledges were hammered in a hurry. If one gave way…” She pressed the heels of her hands against her temples. “Is this my fault? Was I negligent?” Her voice shook.
“It was an accident,” he said. “And no one was hurt.”
“That’s true.” She looked toward the guests. “What will the travel writers say about this? I have to go smooth this over. Lord knows how long it will be before they let us back in.”
She started away, but he caught her arm. “Give yourself a minute, Callie. You’ve had a shock.”
“I don’t have a minute. I have guests.” She set off with determined strides toward the crowd.
Soon she was gesturing and laughing, completely at ease, covering for a disaster that had devastated her. Which was exactly what she’d done at her mother’s funeral—handed out food and drinks, offering solace to her mother’s friends and her dad.
They should have been comforting her, Deck had thought at the time. Was he the only one who saw the misery behind her smile, the deadness in her eyes? He’d noticed her hair shivering against her collarbone. She was trembling, but no one else saw or cared. He’d gone to her and touched her arm.
“What is it?” she’d asked distractedly.
“Come outside with me.”
“I have guests.”
“Just for a second.” He took her by the elbow and led her outside. “Now breathe for a bit, okay? You look like you’re about to faint.”
She stood still. Soon, tears began to spill down her cheeks. She brushed them violently away. “I have to go. I need to cheer people up.”
“What about you? Who cheers you up, Callie?”
She blinked and seemed to fight a sob.
He pulled her into his arms. “It’ll be okay. It will. Eventually.” People’s words from his father’s funeral swirled in his head. He snatched the ones that had helped and offered them to her: “This is hell…It’s unfair…You’ll think you can’t go on and then you’ll wish you didn’t have to. Take it day by day. Find what makes you feel better and keep doing that. Hang on for time to pass.”
Callie looked at him, eyes wide, drinking in his words, nodding, slowly accepting. Gradually, tension drained from her face and body. He’d helped her and he’d been glad.
He would help her now. When she returned, he asked her what she needed. Her answer made him shake his head. She wanted him to help her haul booze out of the ranch house. She wanted to turn the disaster into a party.
When they’d brought it out to the casitas, Deck noticed her investors didn’t join in. They stayed on their deck in the far casita calmly smoking cigars, talking quietly. Their investment had just burned to the ground. Shouldn’t they be worried, full of questions? Maybe they knew more about insurance than he did.
 
“JUST A LITTLE added excitement,” Callie said, passing out plastic glasses of beer, wine and tequila shots. She’d unlocked the unused casitas and turned on all the lights. “Wish I’d remembered the marshmallows and weenies. We could have a real roast out here.” The joke was almost more than she could bear.
“Just a bit of a setback,” she said to a clump of writers smoking on the porch. “We’ll have the annex back in a jiff.”
“You think so?” said a hard-eyed writer with a syndicated travel column vital to Rancho de Descanso’s visibility.
“I know so.” She had no idea how long it would take, but she had to salvage what coverage she could. “We still have accommodations for thirty. With our new amenities, Rancho de Descanso remains an ideal destination. Wait until you hit the hot springs tomorrow. And the massages! Our therapists melt every muscle into liquid….”
She kept talking, assuaging fears, assuring everyone that by the time their stories saw print, the fire would be a distant memory. Meanwhile, she fought despair. Would insurance pay? How soon? With Valhalla holding back funding, what would she do for cash? As if things weren’t bad enough, she looked up to find Taylor striding her way.
She met him as far away from her guests as possible, not wanting his uniform to upset them. “What’s up?” she asked.
“I need to interview your people about what they saw or heard related to the fire. Should I set up in the far casita?”
“I just got them calmed down. No one saw anything, Taylor. Can we skip that? Please?”
“It’s protocol for an investigation.”
“What investigation?” Her heart thudded in her chest.
“A structural fire is considered suspicious until determined otherwise,” he said. “Tucson will send out an investigator and you can expect the state fire marshal.”
“You mean arson?” She was horrified. “They assume arson?”
“They’ll look at who had motive and opportunity, consider who might benefit from the fire.”
“Who could possibly benefit?”
“You’d be surprised, Callie.” He paused. “I’m sorry to say this, but you and your father will be prime suspects.”
“Why would we burn down the annex? We built it to make money on.”
“Insurance. That’s the obvious answer. To anyone who doesn’t know you, of course.” He paused, letting his words sink in. “The insurance company will send out investigators, too. They’d love to find a reason not to cover the claim. When John Granger’s Feed & Seed went up in smoke, it took forever to settle. Brace yourself. This will drag on, I guarantee.”
“This is terrible.” Her throat closed so tight she could hardly breathe, and she felt dizzy enough to fall.
Taylor put his arm around her. “Are you all right?” For a second, Callie caught an odd light in his eyes, a twist to his mouth. Was it suspicion? Guilty glee? He looked calculating.
She blinked and stepped away. When she looked back, his expression was concerned, which was what she expected. She must have misread him in her panic.
“You won’t be the only suspects,” he added. “Your investors wouldn’t be the first to use arson to get out of debt. Do you know where Mr. Markham was all night?”
“In his casita, I’m sure.” In bed with that cute camerawoman from the Tucson TV station, if she guessed right.
“So…where should I set up for the interviews?” he asked.
She looked over at the guests. They’d been good sports so far, but keeping them around for endless questions would ruin everything. “Everyone was asleep. We woke them up to get them out. Please don’t harass them.”
Taylor studied her, then seemed to come to a decision. “I know this has been rough on you, Callie. Give me contact info on everyone and I’ll take the heat for not doing the interviews on the scene.”
“Thank you,” she said, faint with relief.
“Don’t let this get to you, Callie,” he said. “It will all work out. You’ll see.” She caught calculation again. Odd.
“Everything all right?” Deck approached, standing beside her, leaning in as if to protect her from Taylor.
“I’ll keep you updated,” Taylor said to Callie, ignoring Deck. “Have a good night now.” He walked off.
“What was he after you for?” Deck demanded.
“He says me and my father will be suspects for arson.”
“That’s nuts. That’s Loft acting like a big shot.”
“He said it’s presumed arson until proven otherwise.”
“I don’t know about that.”
“The Feed & Seed fire took forever to settle, did you know that?”
“There was a spat between the owners over the deed. Loft’s just trying to scare you.”
“He succeeded. The whole place was a fire hazard. I had Christmas lights plugged in, extension cords everywhere. And those varnish cans with the dry grass right there. Hell, it would look like arson to me, too.”
“It was an accident. Don’t assume the worst.”
“You’re right. I don’t have time to panic.” She was host to this awful bonfire party and she had to keep smiling.
She had the rest of the weekend to show the writers a good time, make them forget the fire. She made a mental note to have the spa manager make up gift baskets of Dahlia’s products. She’d include free-weekend gift cards, too, giving away revenue she doubted they could afford.
When the fire crew gave her the all-clear, the guests shuffled back to their rooms and she headed toward the porch to go up to bed. “Do you want company?” Deck asked.
She felt a stab of sadness that he felt he had to ask. “Please,” she said, not wanting to be alone at the moment.
Upstairs, in bed she felt exhausted but still wired, her mind swirling with concerns. Deck tried to hold her, but she was so tense it must have been like hugging a pillar. “Would it help to talk about it?” he asked.
“I don’t know what will help. My mind is spinning. What if the insurance doesn’t come through? Valhalla delayed the Phase Two check and Garrett advanced me credit.”
“We don’t know anything yet. You’ll call the insurance people in the morning. You need information right now.”
“Without the annex, there are only so many more bookings we can handle. And we need more bookings to turn the corner.”
“You’ll make it work. It’ll just take more time.”
“But I don’t have more time! I have to go!” The words burst out of her. “I need this to be over.”
Deck didn’t speak, but she could tell she’d wounded him.
“I’m sorry, Deck. I’ve enjoyed you and I’ve enjoyed being here, it’s just that—”
“You want to be done and gone. Yeah. I get that.”
“There’s an opportunity in New York for me and it won’t wait forever. I’m selling out to my partner and joining a big firm….” Her words trailed off. She hadn’t helped anything. They lay there, blanketed in tense silence once again.
When she heard Deck’s breathing slow and knew he’d dropped off, she slid from under his arm and went to the window. She could see the charred remains of the new wing, black and jagged in the moonlight, the yellow tape flickering in the breeze.
Freaked out, she opened the window for some air, but the smell of smoke taunted her with its sour pall.
What now? What would she do?
A horse whinnied from the barn. As a kid, riding at night had been her secret thrill. Maybe that would help her now. Silently dressing, she slipped out of the room and down the stairs to find out.
 
DECK WOKE WITH A START to find Callie gone. He’d drifted off, but she hadn’t. He wasn’t surprised. He noticed the window was open and went to look out in time to see a rider fly by on a horse. Callie on Brandy. She looked so beautiful, leaning over, riding hard. She belonged here. It was so obvious to him. Here she was herself, simply Callie. Her own woman.
His woman.
Yeah, right. She couldn’t wait to escape. He watched her slow, then ride to the charred remains of the new wing. She got off the horse and looked over the wreck. She seemed small and so sad he had to go to her.
He skimmed the stairs and loped out of the ranch house, reaching it in seconds. “Did the ride help?” he asked softly.
She spun to him, startled. She managed a tight smile. “I’m more tired now, I guess. Maybe that will help.”
“Is there anything I can do…or say?”
She shook her head. “Thanks, Deck, but no. I just have to get through this.” She was shutting him out. He could tell she wanted him to hold her, wanted his comfort, but decided she didn’t dare accept it. Maybe she was right.
“I’ll take Brandy back for you,” he said dully, feeling the chill of winter though the air was warm with spring. “You head on up. You’ll sleep better on your own.”
“Thanks, Deck,” she said. “For understanding.”
He led the horse away, not understanding at all.
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THE NEXT MORNING Callie woke, scratchy eyed, exhausted and missing Deck. She struggled to get up, shower and put on her happy face for the guests at breakfast. She felt heavy and sad and scared.
She was on the porch watching the morning ride leave when a fire department SUV pulled up. Presenting her with a search warrant, the two investigators drove close to the annex, then headed in to examine the wreckage. They wore gloves and carried cans she assumed would hold whatever evidence they found.
Evidence of arson? She hoped to hell not.
Taylor had gotten her thinking about who might have a motive for arson. Valhalla was on a down cycle. She knew that. They might well want their money back. Finn had shrugged off her apology, telling her it would all work out. Was that suspicious? Or merely kind? Hell, anyone could be a suspect. A fire bug. A disgruntled construction worker. Garrett could be in a money mess. Dahlia hated the ranch. Would she sabotage it to get Callie’s father to sell? She had been the one who first saw the fire.
For that matter, Deck wanted to buy the ranch. He could have started the fire to get Callie to sell to him.
That kind of speculation was crazy. The fire was an accident due to the flammable materials in the annex. That was the obvious truth of it.
She called Garrett, who promised to contact his insurance company right away. He swore they would work this all out. The Triple C’s insurance agent promised the claim would be processed as swiftly as possible, but she suspected them both of trying to soften the bad news.
Callie got through the day as best she could, supervising the rest of the hosted activities, pleased to hear the guests rave about the food, the massages, the springs, the trail rides.
If not for the fire, the event would had gone off perfectly. She couldn’t help thinking she could have prevented if she’d been more careful, slowed down, anticipated problems.
Deck was helpful, but quiet. They both knew they couldn’t sleep together again. The feelings were too raw. Dragging it out would be like hanging around the terminal when a friend’s flight was delayed. Awkward and anticlimactic, a slow agony.
The next day she was working over the books in the office when Jessica, her assistant manager, let her know Taylor was here to see her.
He wore street clothes and looked sympathetic, so she assumed this was not an official visit. He sat in the chair beside her father’s desk. “How you holding up?” he asked kindly.
“I’m okay so far. The insurance adjuster is due tomorrow. The fire investigators will interview us soon.”
“So I heard.” He hesitated, then scooted to the edge of his chair, elbows on his knees. “I’m here as a friend, Callie.”
“What is it?” she asked, ice water racing through her.
“I’m hearing they think it’s arson. Multiple ignition spots. The fire burned fast and hot.”
“Oh, my God. I don’t believe it. Who do they suspect?”
“I hate to say this, Callie, but where were you when the fire started?”
“I was asleep,” she said, shocked by his words.
“And you have a witness?” Something sparked in his gaze.
“I do. Yes.” Deck had been with her and she could tell Taylor surmised as much.
“I assumed so,” he said coldly. “I suggest you hire a lawyer before you answer any questions. You don’t want to incriminate yourself. Same for your father.”
“Why would we need an attorney? We did nothing wrong.”
“Truth is in the eye of the prosecutor, Callie. What you need is a plausible explanation for your behavior and someone on your side who knows your rights.”
“We have nothing to hide.”
“Be smart. Be realistic.” He held her gaze.
“I’ll think about it,” she said finally.
“That’s good. And I have an idea that will help you.” He offered a fleeting smile. “I am prepared to make an offer on the back acres of your ranch. The land where the river is.”
“Really?” This came out of the blue.
He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a preprinted property sales form. “This is a generous offer and it should give you the cash you need to rebuild.” He pushed it across the desk. The boldly inked figure was high for raw land.
She looked up at him. “Why would you do this?”
“I’ve got a buyer for my complex, so I’ve got cash to invest. These acres would make great country club estates.”
“But you’d have to get zoning allowances and deal with water rights.”
“I’m prepared to handle all that.” He looked at her steadily. “I also have sentimental reasons. My great-great-grandfather used to own your ranch and thousands of acres around it. In his honor, I want it back. If I can solve your problem, too, it’s win-win.”
“I see. That’s kind of you.” Why was she waiting for the other shoe to drop? Taylor had been nothing but helpful since she’d returned to town. But the hairs on the back of her neck were prickling. He had that odd look in his eyes she’d seen last night for a second. Calculating. Cold.
“There’s something else you should consider,” he said. “This mitigates your motive for arson.”
“How do you mean?”
His smile was smug and wily, as if he couldn’t wait to let her in on some trick. “As far as anyone need know, we’ve been in discussion about this sale for weeks. That erases finance as a motive. Also—” He cleared his throat, looked down, then directly at her “—I’m prepared to forget you had varnish on your hands before the party.”
“So? I moved the varnish cans. That doesn’t mean I tossed a match anywhere.”
“I suggest you deny any knowledge of how, when or where those cans were moved. For your own safety.”
“Why should I lie?”
“Don’t give them any more rope to hang you with.”
Callie was shocked. Taylor was offering to perjure himself on her behalf and urging her to do the same. The old Taylor would never cheat anyone. He even looked different now. Cynical, sneaky, bitter. She shuddered inside. “I’ll think about it.”
“Think fast. This is a good-faith offer and I expect a good-faith answer. I’m considering other deals. I won’t wait long.”
“I’ll let you know,” she said, standing, holding out the form to him.
Taylor took it, but he shook his head. “This is no time to take risks, Callie. Do the right thing for everyone.”
She walked him to the door. Closing it, she turned to rest against the wood to think. Setting aside Taylor’s creepy suggestion that she lie, his offer would go a long way toward rebuilding, no matter what happened with the insurance.
And you can leave sooner.
No. She didn’t dare think that. She had to do the right thing for the ranch. She would talk to Anita about the value of the land, whether the offer was decent, whether they’d make more money waiting. She would talk to her father and to Deck.
One thing she knew for certain. She would lie to no one, no matter what Taylor said.
 
DECK HEADED for the ranch house, since he was due to be questioned about the fire, along with Cal, Callie and Dahlia. He was irritated to spot Loft on the porch hassling Callie.
He walked faster.
“You get a lawyer like I told you?” Loft was saying when Deck bounded up the stairs.
“I don’t need a lawyer,” Callie said flatly.
“Hey,” Deck said. “What’s going on?”
“Deck,” Callie said, sounding relieved. “The detectives aren’t here yet. Dad and Dahlia are waiting inside.”
Deck glared at Taylor. “What are you doing here?”
“Agency cooperation is the way we work these days, cowboy.”
“Go on inside, Callie,” Deck said. “I’ll watch for them.”
She hesitated, as if to object, then went in.
“Leave her alone,” he said to Loft.
“Callie is an old friend. What’s between us is none of your business,” Loft said, so snakelike he practically hissed. “Why don’t you go back to the bunkhouse, chew some snoose? We’ll fetch you when you’re up.”
Deck took a step closer. “You cause Callie any more grief or fear or, hell, give her one bad dream, I’ll come after you and they’ll need a thousand yards of fishing line to sew you up.”
“You’re threatening an officer of the law?”
“I’m promising a jerk he’ll get what he deserves. I don’t care how much tin you wear on your chest.”
“Watch your step, O’Neill. I have friends.”
“No. What you have are victims. This town deserves better than you.” There was too much play in Taylor Loft’s line and it was about time somebody reeled him in. Taylor was hassling Callie for some nasty reason of his own, and Deck was going to find out what it was and do something about it.
 
BOTH TAYLOR AND DECK were red in the face and breathing hard when they brought the investigators into the office. They’d argued over her? Probably. She shouldn’t have left them alone, especially now that Taylor knew she’d been sleeping with Deck. Maybe she was lucky neither of them had thrown a punch. She had no time for their pissing match right now.
The investigators were Detectives Carl Mann and Michael Wares. Mann, who seemed to be in charge, was tall, with a formal manner and clipped speech. His fleeting smiles seemed forced.
Callie gestured toward the sofa, but Mann positioned a straight chair at the center of the table facing the sofa and sat in it before removing a tape player, notepad and pen from an attaché case. The case he placed precisely at his feet. He read from the pad, then looked up at her. “I’ll see Calvin Cummings first. Everyone else can wait with Detective Wares. Please do not discuss the incident. Chief Loft, you’re free to go. We’ll contact you if we need anything from your department.”
That was that. The three of them left the office. She was glad when Taylor kept going, shooting her a last meaningful glance. Take my offer.
Callie was the last to be interviewed. Her father, Dahlia and Deck came out of the office each in turn, her father looking puzzled, Dahlia scared and Deck irritated as hell. Callie’s heart pounded. Was truth in the eye of the prosecutor?
Before she went in, Deck squeezed her hand, leaned in and murmured, “I’ll wait outside, so we can talk.”
She nodded and went in. Her father’s office, usually cozy and warm, seemed cold and dangerous to her now.
Barely greeting her, Detective Mann clicked on the recorder, announced who was present, the time and the purpose of the interview, then proceeded to scare the bejesus out of her. The first questions were easy: Where was she when the fire began? What did she see? What did she do? Did she return to the burn site after the fire was out for any reason?
She answered completely, even telling him she’d ridden her horse to the site later that night just to look.
Had she stepped inside? Had she’d moved any items for any reason? She told him no, but he stared at her coldly.
He spent a lot of time talking about the varnish cans. She was completely honest, even telling him about the pampas grass and the shaky lamp ledges.
He moved on to questions about the ranch’s finances, about Templeton Construction and Valhalla Investments. Did she know that Valhalla had pending legal judgments?
No, she didn’t. A lawsuit was a hell of a lot worse than a down cycle, for sure, but she refused to believe Finn or his partners would commit arson.
By the time the interview was over, Callie was damp with sweat and trembling with tension. The fears Taylor had planted in her mind were running wild. People were falsely accused of crimes all the time. Maybe she should have hired a lawyer.
She walked the two detectives out, managing to be calmly polite. Detective Mann promised to be in touch. She watched the men drive off, then noticed Deck heading her way from the barn.
She sank into a chair at a white wicker table to wait. Maybe he could make her feel better.
“How’d it go?” he asked gently, sitting beside her.
“They obviously suspect arson. They asked all these questions about finances and insurance and the varnish cans. I don’t know if they suspect me or Dad or Valhalla Investments or even Garrett Templeton, for that matter.”
“They have to cover all the bases, Callie. They have protocols to follow, even when no crime has been committed. They’re just being thorough.”
“Maybe Taylor’s right. Maybe we should have hired an attorney. Truth doesn’t always win, you know.”
Deck made a disgusted sound. “What is Taylor after, Callie? There’s a reason he’s trying to scare you.”
“He’s trying to help me,” she said, but faintly, since she’d begun to have her own doubts.
“Yeah?” Deck demanded.
“He offered a lot of money for the land by the river.”
“Really?” He considered that. “The offer was high?”
She nodded. “I think so. I have to talk to Anita.”
“What’s he up to?”
“He thinks it would make a good development project. His family used to own the land, so it’s in honor of his family.”
Deck sneered.
“Cut it out. You hate the man, I get that. I have to be practical. If he buys those acres, I can hold on to the ranch until the insurance comes through. If it comes through. That might be the smartest move I could make.”
“See how the investigation plays out first. Find out about the insurance. Don’t do anything hasty.”
“He wants an answer right away.”
“What’s the rush?”
She shrugged. “He’s looking at other properties, too.”
“He’s pressuring you. The offer’s high for a reason. Get the facts first. Don’t act out of desperation.”
“But I am desperate, Deck. I haven’t run the numbers, but without some cash fast, we’ll be too far down to recover.”
“I’ll loan you the money,” he said, low and serious.
“Deck. You don’t mean that.”
“I do mean it. I wanted to buy the place, remember? Consider me an investor. Pay me back down the line.”
She shook her head. “I can’t take your money. You should buy your own ranch, not rescue ours.”
Deck blew out a breath. “Let me get this straight. You’d give away a valuable piece of the ranch to that asshole, but you won’t take a loan from an honest guy who cares about you?”
“That’s not what I’m saying.”
“Let me help you, Callie. It’s what I want. You can pay me interest if you want.”
She let the possibility trickle through her. If Deck loaned her the money, she’d have time to evaluate the worth of those acres. Something was odd about Taylor’s offer. She didn’t like how he’d wrapped it around the lies about the fire.
“I don’t know when I can pay you back. You’d be tying up your money for an indefinite time.”
“Interest rates stink now, anyway. I consider it a long-term investment.” He smiled at her in that way he had.
Her heart tightened and she blurted, “This can’t change anything between us. I’m still leaving.”
“Excuse me?” His face colored, and anger flashed in his eyes. “You think I offered you the money so you’ll stay?”
“That’s not what I meant. I’m just—”
“Leaving. Yeah. You said that. I get it.” He looked away. His jaw muscle twitched and he remained that way for long seconds. He seemed to be pushing back harsh feelings.
When he spoke again his words were soft. “You’ve built something here, Callie. Why not see it through?”
“I am seeing it through.”
“You seem happy here. Why not stay?” The words came out tightly, as if he’d held them in his throat for a long time.
“Deck…” How could he ask that? This was like his last-minute drunken demand she not leave for college. “My life is in New York. My work. My future.”
“You could have a good life here,” Deck said, his voice urgent. “You said yourself New York wears you out. You feel better here. I can see it in your face. You’re more relaxed, more yourself.”
“What are you talking about, Deck? I’m not some quiet country girl content to ride a porch swing every night. That’s your fantasy.” Anger speared her.
“You’re running away again,” he said.
“Again? I left for college. I wasn’t running. And, for that matter, you broke up with me. If you wanted me, why did you push me away? Then wait until I was leaving to get plastered and tell me you wanted me?”
“I shouldn’t have done that,” he said stiffly.
“At least it was honest. You shared your real feelings. I guess I should be glad for that. Maybe I’m running, but you’re hiding. You hunker down at the ranch like it’s a cave.”
“That’s not true.”
“Sure it is. Why can’t you come to New York? You could rent a studio, you could paint.” It sounded far-fetched, but it was an important point.
“What I want is right here,” Deck said.
“And what I want is out there.”
“Really? You want crowds, grime, traffic, expense, social chaos, an insane pace.”
“You say that like it’s a bad thing.” The joke was her only defense against the emotions boiling in her and it fell flat.
It had cost Deck to say what he’d said, to admit what he wanted. They stared at each other, breathing hard, both of them upset.
“You can’t even admit the truth.”
“Don’t you dare act superior,” she snapped. She wasn’t sure why she was so furious. Because he was being smug? Because he’d asked too much? Because it was over?
Because she ached and ached?
“We both had a tough lesson, Deck,” she said, barreling into the fight with both feet. “We saw how fragile life can be. The people you love can be gone like that.” She snapped her fingers. “But you don’t lay back and lick your wounds. You get up and move on. You put yourself out there. You try.”
“You mean chase your tail, like you do?” he snapped. “Stay so busy you can’t think or feel, or figure out what you want, what makes you happy? Like with your boyfriend. You said you didn’t even feel it when it was over.”
“You’re right. I didn’t.” The words stung. They were her own and they dug deep. “I don’t know what love is, okay? I can’t do it. I’m empty, okay?” Her voice went high and her heart banged her ribs. “Why would you want a person like that?”
His eyes flared with emotion. Was he going to say what she wanted him to? Because I love you. Because I want to be with you for better or worse, richer or poorer, ranch or high-rise. That was her foolish hope.
“Good question,” he said, pulling back, his blue eyes distant now. “We live completely different lives. It’s stupid to fight it.”
“Right. Exactly. You’re finally making sense.” Deck’s face wavered before her eyes and two tears dropped to the table. She swiped them away, pretending they hadn’t fallen.
Deck ran his thumbs across her wet cheeks, not letting her get away with pretending. “We tried,” he said softly, his anger gone. “At least that.”
She nodded, trying to smile, though more water dripped from her eyes.
Deck wiped it away, too. “My offer stands, Callie. The money’s yours whether you leave tomorrow or never speak to me again.”
“I don’t know…I mean…that would help a lot.” It was true.
“There’s one condition, though. Don’t sign anything with Taylor Loft until I find out what he’s up to. Promise me that.”
“I promise.” She looked into his eyes, their clear blue gone gloomy as a monsoon-stained sky.
They’d had a chance, a moment, to work this out. It was like they’d stood at the edge of a canyon and instead of helping each to safety, they’d jumped off, each alone, giving up altogether.
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TREMBLING AND MISERABLE, her mind spinning from her quarrel with Deck, Callie wanted nothing more than to curl up into a ball on her bed and cry it out. Why did this hurt so much? She’d fallen in love with Deck. Or at least what passed for love with her crippled heart.
Was Deck in love with her? She didn’t know. For all his friendly warmth, there was a wall behind which he hid.
Neither had said the words, of course. They were two poker players trying to bluff each other into folding first.
What kind of love was that?
Callie was a complete mess, but there was no time to feel sorry for herself. She had to talk with her father about Deck’s offer—and Taylor’s—and figure out what to do. She had to apologize for letting him down with the ranch. She’d tried before, but the words jammed in her throat.
Fighting back her pain and sorrow, she forced a smile on her face and headed for his room. Just as she reached it, the door flew open to reveal a terrified Dahlia holding a bloody towel. “Thank God, Callie. He fell and hit his head.”
Callie rushed in to find her father on the floor, holding a bloody washcloth to his forehead.
“I got dizzy…hit the bureau,” he said, but he was clutching his chest, too. “It looks worse than it is. I’ll be—oh.” He bent forward, overcome by pain, gasping for breath.
“Call 911!” she shouted at Dahlia, running for another cloth. When she looked at the injury, the cut seemed too shallow for so much blood. What was wrong?
Her father groaned, opened his eyes, then vomited onto the floor. “I’m sorry, Callie. I don’t want you to see this.” He was in so much pain he couldn’t hide it from her. “I can’t…catch…my…breath.”
“We’ll get you to the hospital, Dad.”
“This can’t be happening,” Dahlia said, sounding more outraged than scared. “I made him better.”
What the hell was she talking about? “Is your car out front?” Callie asked, not willing to argue with the woman.
Dahlia nodded.
“Then let’s go.” They formed a carry hold with their arms and got her father downstairs, outside and into the back seat of Dahlia’s car.
Callie climbed in beside him. “Drive fast,” she snapped, pressing the blood-soaked cloth against her father’s forehead. Was it a heart attack? Had the medicine failed? Why so much blood?
Dahlia drove as Callie had told her to. They didn’t speak to each other and, after what seemed like forever but was only twenty minutes, they jerked to a stop at the emergency entrance. The moment was painfully familiar. Only a few weeks ago, Callie had made a similar trip. This time she was even more scared.
Again her father was rushed away. This time, however, instead of Deck, she had Dahlia at her side, pale as a ghost and wringing her hands.
Callie didn’t deserve Deck’s comfort anymore. Leaning on his strength had been cheating in a way. Taking care of yourself was best.
Once the papers had been filled out, Callie led Dahlia to the now-familiar waiting room. Neither of them spoke. Callie was too scared to even pace this time.
After an hour, the nurse told her she could see her father. The doctor would soon be in to talk with him.
“Can I come?” Dahlia asked, looking so scared Callie had to invite her along.
They pushed quietly into the room. Her father looked puny in the bed, hooked to an IV, getting oxygen, with all the tubes and monitors, grayed by the fluorescent light. The gauze bandage on his forehead was stained with a surprising amount of blood.
“Dad?” she asked softly.
“Callie…Dahlia. It’s so good to see you.” His words were slow, his smile loopy. Pain meds, no doubt. “What a lot of fuss for a blood-sugar drop and an upset stomach.” He tried to pat Callie’s hand, then Dahlia’s, half missing both of them.
“Is that what the doctor said?” Callie asked.
Her father didn’t respond.
“You have to tell me what’s going on, Dad.”
Dahlia patted his shoulder. “We’ll get you out of here and get you treated, Calvin,” she said firmly.
Callie bristled at her bossiness. “What are you talking about? He is being treated. Right here. In the hospital.”
Before Dahlia could respond, a tall man in a lab coat breezed in, studying a clipboard. He looked up and smiled. “Ah, well. You’re all here. I’m Dr. Reynolds.”
They introduced themselves. Barely acknowledging them, the doctor dropped onto a rolling stool and scooted close to the bed. “You feeling any pain, Mr. Cummings?”
“None whatsoever,” her father said, his eyelids drooping. He looked like he would nod off any minute.
“Good…good,” Reynolds murmured, skimming the clipboard with a frown. “Seems like we have a puzzle here, Mr. Cummings, looking at your lab results.”
“We do?” Callie asked.
“Have you been taking the medicines as prescribed?”
“Huh?” Her father seemed foggy and slow to grasp what was being asked of him. “Have I been—”
“He hasn’t taken any pills,” Dahlia interrupted. “I’ve been treating him with herbs.”
“Really?” The doctor turned to Dahlia, rolling a few inches in her direction. “Exactly what have you administered?”
“Herbs to help his heart and prevent clots, of course. Sweet woodruff and foxglove, some white willow.”
“Plant-derived medicines can be as potent as prescription drugs, sometimes more so,” he chided. “Herbs are not to be toyed with.” His patronizing tone annoyed Callie.
“I follow guidelines,” Dahlia said nervously.
“Strength varies, preparation techniques, too. Herbs can interact with pharmaceuticals and each other.” Now he was lecturing. “Amateurs can do more damage than they realize.”
“I’m always very careful—”
“Adulterations are common,” he said, talking over her. “There’s no regulation of the industry to speak of.”
“But I grew the woodruff and foxglove myself.”
Foxglove. With a jolt, Callie remembered that was the purple-and-white flower in the pots Dahlia had put by the door. Sweet woodruff were the low leaves with white blossoms. Dahlia was growing the killing herbs on her father’s own porch.
“You were poisoning him,” she blurted. She’d thought the teas were just nasty-tasting placebos, not killer plants. She remembered feeling odd after she’d had some of Dahlia’s teas.
“I was healing him,” Dahlia said, tears running down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry, Calvin. I was careful. I was. Truly.”
“Now, now,” the doctor said, “let’s see what we can find out.” He rolled to a computer terminal and clicked keys. “I’m pulling up a phyto-pharmacology guide. Luckily I took a seminar about this very thing not long ago. Name the herbs again?”
“Foxglove for his irregular heartbeat and sweet woodruff and white willow to prevent clots.” Dahlia’s voice shook. “The white willow came from a very reputable supplier.”
The doctor clicked a few keys, then read out loud. “Foxglove…the dried leaves are a source of digitalis…used to correct arrhythmias.” He clicked again. “Sweet woodruff contains courmarin, a blood thinner. Hmmm.” More clicking. “Same with white willow—the original source of aspirin.”
“I’m so sorry.” Dahlia broke into sobs.
“Don’t cry, Dahlia,” her father said, sounding dozy.
The doctor held up his hand. “Hold on. It’s not that simple.” He flipped a page on the clipboard. “You’d have to pour gallons of tea down his throat to get this result.” He turned to Callie’s father. “What’s the story, Mr. Cummings?”
“Huh? Wha—” Her father’s eyes flew open.
“You’re getting too much medicine, sir.”
“I took the pills, too,” her father said in a low voice.
The doctor gave a pleased laugh. “That explains it then.”
“You what?” Dahlia asked.
“I filled the prescriptions. I wanted to do all I could.”
“You didn’t trust me to heal you.” Dahlia sagged.
“I didn’t think your teas did anything. I was scared. I wanted to be safe, but I didn’t want to upset you.”
“Safe? You could have died, Dad,” Callie said.
The doctor had the grace to stay silent, but she could see by his expression that she was correct. Her father could have killed himself doing what he’d done.
The three of them looked at each other. Callie didn’t know who she was more upset with—her father for risking his life, Dahlia for messing with dangerous drugs or herself for not being more vigilant.
“I was trying to help you, and all the time you were laughing at me,” Dahlia said. “Humoring me.”
“I wasn’t laughing, Dahlia.”
“I never would hurt you.” Dahlia shook her head. “If anything had happened to you because of me—” She put her hand to her mouth, eyes wide with horror, then rushed from the room.
“Go get her, Callie. Talk to her,” her father said. “She’s such a sensitive person.”
“We’re all upset, Dad. Let’s let everyone calm down.” Callie wasn’t sure what she would say to the woman if she caught up with her.
“It was my fault. I took the pills without telling her. Don’t blame her.”
“For now just get well,” she said.
The doctor explained they would give her father medicine to reverse the effects of the excess drugs and give her father’s system time to clear itself.
If all went well, her father could return home the next day. She tried to tell herself she was lucky it hadn’t been more serious, but the thought of losing her father took her right back to the terror she’d felt when her mother died. This time Deck wasn’t here to talk her out of her panic.
When the doctor was gone, Callie gripped her father’s hand. “I could have lost you, Dad.” Tears blurred her vision.
“I was stupid. I thought the teas were harmless.”
“I should have checked on them, paid more attention.”
“That’s not your job, Callie. I should have told Dahlia the truth.”
“But she pressured you about everything—your diet, the ranch, dragging you to Tucson. No wonder you lied to her.”
“That’s no excuse. Dahlia was looking out for me.”
She almost killed you. Callie couldn’t say it, not with her father so upset. Meanwhile she’d let her father down in a terrible way. “I’m so sorry about the ranch, Dad. I blew it, I know, but I’ll make it right, I swear.”
“You didn’t start the fire, Callie. That was an accident. Just like this mess with me was an accident.”
“I should have been more cautious,” she said. “I was in too much of a hurry. I ignored fire hazards to make things look good.” She shook her head, digging her nails into her palms in frustration. “We’ll bounce back, I promise.”
“I’m sure we will. Do what makes you happy, Callie.”
She had to talk to him about the offers. Her father seemed alert now, but still…“I wanted to talk about some options, but maybe we’ll talk once your head clears.”
“What is it, Callie? Tell me. I’m awake.”
“Taylor Loft offered to buy the river acres. The price is good.” She told him the price, explained Deck’s loan offer and how if they doubled bookings they could squeak by. As she talked, she felt her energy drain away.
“You sound exhausted, Callie.”
“I’ll be fine,” she said, forcing a smile, taking a deep breath so she could pretend optimism. “Just give me a good night’s sleep and I’ll be ready for battle.” She bit her lip.
“What do you want to do?” Her father’s tone was firm, no-nonsense. “Really and truly.” He grabbed her gaze with his.
“What do you mean? I want to save the ranch for you.”
“What about for you? Do you want it for you? Tell me the truth now. No sugarcoating, like you said.”
She swallowed hard, surprised at the naked concern in his face. “I came here to help you, Dad. I love the ranch, sure, but your whole life is here, your memories of Mom.”
“My memories of your mother are here.” He tapped the side of his head. “They’re always with me. I wanted the ranch for you, Callie.”
“For me?” She stared at him.
“Everyone needs a home. I thought that once you got out here, you would decide to stay.”
“But, Dad, my life’s in New York.” She remembered when she’d first arrived, he’d joked that she might stay. But he’d been serious about it. With a jolt, she realized Deck was right. She and her father hid important things from each other.
“Are you saying you don’t care about keeping the ranch? That you’d sell?” The implications of that trickled through her.
“The ranch gave me a lot. After Colleen died, it kept me busy so I didn’t dwell on how much I missed her. But I realized when I met Dahlia that I’ve been a hermit. If your mother were alive, she’d have kicked my butt for sure.”
“You mean it’s not Dahlia dragging you away, saying the ranch is killing you?” Her voice went high and sharp. “If I’d known that…” Her face burned and her chest felt tight.
“What, Callie?” he asked gently. “If you’d known…?”
She was too upset to fake it. “I never would have come. I would have told you to sell it and be happy. I would have stayed in New York. Avoided all this work and worry and agony and arson charges and—” She stopped herself. She had enough sense not to say heartbreak. “You should have told me, Dad.”
“I’m sorry, Callie.” Her father was clearly hurt by her words. “I didn’t realize you felt so strongly.”
Her stomach bottomed out. She hated upsetting her father. “It’s a shock to learn this now, that’s all. And the fire has thrown me off.” She tried to make up for her words. “Of course I want the project to succeed. No worries.”
“Do you want to take the loan and hang on or would you rather sell out altogether? It’s up to you, Callie. Whatever you want.”
“I don’t know what I want,” she blurted. Without warning, she burst into tears. She knew her crying would alarm him, but she couldn’t help herself. “I’m sorry, Dad. I want to be optimistic for you. You’re ill and I don’t want to make you feel worse, but I’m a complete mess right now.” She wiped her cheeks, swallowed hard, fought for control.
“Don’t cry, sweetheart. It’s okay. Did you hear the one about the two tomatoes on a hike…?” His voice shook.
“One was too slow, so the other one turned around and slapped him and said, ‘Ketchup.’” The old punch line came out wobbly, but she managed a smile.
“That’s my girl,” her dad said. “We’ll both be all right.”
That had always been their way. Joke away the sadness, pretend everything was fine. It felt hollow and wrong now.
“Sometimes I feel bad, Dad. That’s how life is. You don’t have to fix it for me. All I need is your love and support.”
“You have it. One hundred percent. A father will always worry about his daughter. If I can save you pain, I’ll do it.”
“I know.” She felt the same about him.
“What do you want to do with the ranch?” her father asked again. “It’s your decision.”
Sell, get out, get away, go home.
But that was her automatic response. She’d invested too much into the makeover to walk away now. She took a deep breath. “I want to accept Deck’s loan and see what happens with the fire. I want to make the resort work. I do. If we sell, it won’t be until we can get the most money for it.”
That meant more time here, but it was the right thing to do. She would see it through. She would not run. Not until she was finished. For her father and for her.
 
THE BEST THING about investigating Taylor Loft was it kept Deck from moping over Callie. For the first time, he saw the advantage of her system: keep moving, keep doing, never let your mind rest and you’ll never feel hurt or sad or heartsick.
Callie had inspired him after all.
And snapped his heart like a dried twig.
That wasn’t fair. They were just too different. She loved the insanity of the city. He preferred simpler pleasures—desert nights when the stars went on forever, the relief of shade on a July noon, the rolling thunder of a summer storm, the hard work of a good roundup. No field trip to Tucson for a stage play would convince Callie she could be happy here.
He’d been a fool to think so.
Now he sat in Best Bet Realty getting an earful from Anita about Taylor Loft. Her anger was a gift, since she was telling him more than she ought to.
“So, last week, he comes in and wants me to market his office complex for free,” Anita said. “Free. Can you believe the balls on that guy? I’m trying to get established and he wants freebies.”
“Did he give you a reason?” Deck asked.
“Kind of. He claims he’ll be making a killer sale that means he’ll have tons of listings for me down the line.”
“Interesting.” The killer sale could be Callie’s acres. “Did he say anything more about what he’d be selling?”
“Not really. But he waves one of these brochures under my nose.” She pointed at a pamphlet about the ballot measure on the state trust lands. “‘If you’re looking to donate to a cause, this is the one,’ he says. It’s a good proposal, sure, but why does he care?”
“Must be something in it for him.” The ballot measure drafted by a coalition of ranchers, developers and environmentalists would improve how state trust lands were traded and sold, helping cities with infill and giving more money to public schools. Deck had circulated a petition himself to get it on the ballot.
“I’m so sick of his I-have-powerful-friends bullshit,” Anita said. “The man’s an insufferable egotist.”
“Don’t hold back, Anita.” He chuckled. “You think of anything else that might help me, holler, would you?”
“Absolutely,” she said. “This guy needs a takedown.”
“I’m doing my best.” Deck gave a grim smile.
Two hours later, a check of county plat maps proved what Deck suspected. The Triple C backed up to state trust lands. Deck’s county supervisor friend said Loft had been partying with prominent developers in Tucson and Phoenix.
Loft must know something he shouldn’t about the value of the Triple C acres. If there was big money to be made through a sale or trade, it damn well better go to Callie and her father.
Deck would need tangible evidence of any wrongdoing on Taylor’s part. He had an idea Suze Holcomb might know a bit about Loft’s dirty dealings. Taylor’s car was parked in front of town hall, so Deck eased into Ruby’s to wait until Taylor left—early, as was his habit—so Suze would be alone for a chat.
Deck found a stool at the counter. Immediately the pain of Callie hit, as it always did when he had a quiet moment, making his gut ache, his brain burn and his heart jerk in his chest.
“What can I get you?” Ruby asked him.
Callie. Just Callie. “Coffee,” he said.
“What’s up? You look like you lost your best friend and want revenge on the guy who did it.”
“I’ve got things on my mind.”
“Sorry to hear about the fire out at the Triple C. I hear there’s an investigation. How’s everyone doing with that?”
“As well as could be expected. Loft’s scaring the crap out of Callie, pretending he’s got the inside scoop on the investigation.”
Ruby laughed. “Trust me, Taylor is not on the inside of anything. The investigators came in for burgers and I overheard them grousing about having to trip over ‘that local bozo’ all the time. One said if he kept it up they’d file interference charges. They’re sure as hell not confiding in the man.”
“That’s good to hear.” He was relieved to have his theory confirmed. “You hear anything else that Loft is up to? Anything about a big real estate deal?”
“I mostly tune him out, Deck. Sorry.”
The door clanged and Deck looked over to see Tad Renner enter in street clothes. When he caught sight of Deck, he froze, then nodded an uneasy greeting. He took a far booth. The kid wanted to run from him. Had to be a sign of guilt. He’d looked exactly like that when Deck caught him sneaking rides on horses from the Lazy J back when Tad was in high school. Deck hoped to hell he hadn’t cooperated with Loft in some crime.
Deck sipped his coffee. He’d ease over and find out. Watching Tad from the corner of his eye, he saw the waitress bring him a beer, which he slugged back. Not even 5:00 p.m. and the kid was drinking? Something was up. He waited until Tad’s burger arrived, then wandered over and sat across from him.
The kid looked startled. “Deck.”
“Late lunch,” Deck said. “You mind?” He nabbed a fry.
“I was busy earlier.”
“Too busy to eat on your day off? That’s a shame.”
Tad shrugged, then looked down at his food.
“Go ahead and eat,” Deck said. “I was just wondering if you’d heard anything about the fire investigation. The Cummingses are pretty flipped out, as you can imagine.”
Color came into Tad’s cheeks. “It’s an active investigation. I can’t discuss it.” He cleared his throat. “Not that I know anything. It’s not our case.” He looked morose.
His instincts firing like pistons, Deck felt a surge of adrenaline. Take it easy. Go slow. “Sure wish I had something to tell them,” he said slowly. “Calvin’s got heart troubles and Callie’s worked so hard she’s beside herself with worry.”
Tad lifted his gaze, stopped chewing. He swallowed dryly. “I wish I could help, but like I said, we’re not involved.”
“I understand. Except, I heard Taylor pissed off the investigators asking questions. You know why he’s so curious?”
“How would I?” Tad’s eyes flitted away, then back, avoiding Deck’s gaze. “The chief’s cooperating. Trying to be of use.”
“I don’t think it’s that.” Deck had to be very careful here. Tad was loyal to Loft. He wouldn’t even allow Suze to criticize the gold faucets in the station john. But he’d also taken an oath to uphold the law, and that should override his misgivings about ratting out his boss.
“Between you and me, I think Taylor’s up to something.”
Tad swallowed hard. “Yeah?”
“Yeah. He’s been trying to scare Callie, telling her she’s the main suspect for arson on the fire.”
“How would he know…?” Tad blanched and grabbed his beer to suck down the half inch that remained in the bottle.
“Exactly. Why would he want to frighten that poor woman?”
Tad stared at him, not moving.
“That bothered me. So I asked a few questions and it turns out he offered to buy some of the Triple C. To help Callie out, he claims. They were together in high school, you know.”
Tad blinked several times. “Maybe he’s helping her as a friend.” He blinked some more, clearly trying to justify whatever Loft had done in his own mind. He began to tear the label from his beer bottle.
Deck took a deep breath. “That could be. Sometimes we bend rules to help the people we care about. But the chief swore to uphold the laws. If he’s breaking them…”
Tad’s thumbnail stopped tearing. He looked up slowly.
“You’re a good cop, Tad. You have good instincts. You work hard. I know you think the chief did you a favor hiring you, but he was just being smart to snap you up before someone else did.”
Tad shook his head. “I don’t know about that.”
“Trust me, I do. Something’s not right and I get the idea you agree. I’m hoping you’ll help me find it out and fix it.”
Tad’s lips tightened and his jaw muscle rippled.
Easy, Deck warned himself.
Tad went back to shredding the label, more violently now.
“He’s not above the law, Tad. You know it. I know it. He knows it.” Deck hoped to hell he was on the right track. “Deep down he wants to be stopped. Deep down, where he’s a good cop.”
Tad didn’t speak, but he seemed to hold his breath.
“All you have to do here, Tad, is your job. What you swore to do. To uphold the law.”
More silence.
“If you don’t speak up, can you live with the guilt?”
“I might be wrong,” Tad fired at Deck through gritted teeth. “I could wreck his career. He had to be trying to help.”
“Tell me what happened. We’ll talk it through and figure out what to do about it.” Deck waited, holding his breath. Everything depended on what Tad said next.
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TAD HUNG HIS HEAD for a long silent moment. Finally he lifted it, looking miserable. “It’s my damn bladder.”
“Excuse me?” Deck said.
“I had to take a leak. That night. The night of the fire. The chief told me I could go home, but I needed to relieve myself so I circled around and pulled over into a stand of trees. While I was at it, I happened to look up and see the chief put something—looked like paint cans—into his trunk. I thought it was odd, but didn’t worry about it. Then the next day, I realized I’d left my tool kit out at the ranch. I went to borrow the chief’s. He was over at the diner, so I opened the trunk with the spare key. Our vehicles are department property. I’d been in the trunk before, so it wasn’t a big deal.” He shrugged, then swallowed hard.
“There were the cans. Completely black with soot, so I knew he’d taken them from the fire. I figured he’d collected evidence….” He shrugged.
“But you didn’t believe that. Not really.”
“It wasn’t procedure. It was…odd.”
“What did you do?”
“I checked later in the day and the cans were gone. I thought maybe he’d turned them over to the investigators.”
“Did you ask?”
“That might have raised questions. There had to be an explanation. I figured it would work out.” But he hadn’t asked Loft, so he must suspect him. “He could have been protecting the Cummingses,” Tad said hopefully.
“He tampered with evidence, good intentions or not. He broke the law. And, for the record, I don’t believe his intentions were good, Tad.”
Numbly Tad nodded. “This job is all I ever wanted.”
“You’re not going to lose your job. Not for doing the right thing. Loft is in more trouble than this, I’m sure, and I’m going prove it. I will need your help.”
Tad looked away, his face going blank as he figured out what he would say. Finally he looked back at Deck. “I’ll do my job,” he said gravely.
“That’s all I ask. I’m going over to talk to Suze, to find out what she knows, as soon as Loft leaves the station.”
“I doubt she knows anything,” he said, looking worried. “She doesn’t like the chief. I don’t want her losing her job because she spoke out of turn, gave opinions, not facts.”
“Come with me, then. We’ll talk to her together.”
“What choice do I have?” Tad seemed resigned to his fate, but not happy about it.
This was good. Deck was closing in on the guy. Whether Loft set the fire and tried to cover his tracks or was trying to set Callie up as a suspect, he was up to no good. Deck figured Loft was trying to push Callie into selling to him.
“Whatever you need,” Suze said once Deck explained what he was after.
“Not so fast,” Tad said, holding her hand. “Only say what you know for a fact, Suze. Don’t speculate. Don’t guess.”
“I know what to say, Tad,” she said. “I don’t like a lot of things going on around here and neither do you. Look at the tires on your car. Bald as hell. And your crummy Kevlar vest couldn’t stop a BB gun.”
“Suze.”
“I think Chief Loft paid for the fix-up in here by faking a Homeland Security grant. He faxed the application and he left it in the machine. I read some of it. It was supposed to pay for new equipment and upgrades that we have yet to see.”
“Can you get your hands on the application?” Deck asked.
“Probably. He never puts anything back. I can check tomorrow as soon as he opens his office door. His in-basket is piled high. And why does he lock his office, anyway? What’s so secret? All the time, he’s in there on the phone with the door closed. I know he does his real estate business on the city clock.”
“I don’t suppose you overheard any of these calls?”
“Not really. But I’ve taken plenty of messages.” She reached over for her message pad. “There are NCR copies of all of them.”
Deck flipped through the pages, noticing several state officials, including someone from the Bureau of Land Management. “This is interesting,” he said. “Can I keep a few of these pages?”
“Take the whole book. I’ll start a new one.”
Deck asked more questions, probing what Suze might have seen that would help them. Finally she remembered noticing a map on Loft’s desk he’d tried to cover with papers when she entered. The corner was sticking out, stamped in big red letters, Proprietary. Not for Release.
She would look for the map, too.
“You have enough from Suze?” Tad asked Deck, putting a protective arm around her shoulder.
“For now, yes, but I’m going to need help from you both tomorrow. Suze, you’ll look for the application and the map. Tad, I need you to check the chief’s trunk for any evidence of the cans. If he didn’t clean up, there should be soot.”
“I’ll photograph what I find and take samples.”
“As soon as you two find what there is to find, I’m going to confront him, bluff enough to get him to confess. I’ll make sure he can’t tell I’ve talked to you two. I’ll record the conversation. It won’t be admissible, but it might lead him to confess and it will be something to get the sheriff interested.”
“I’ll listen through the intercom,” Suze said.
“I don’t want you in any danger,” Tad said.
“I can’t imagine Loft would do anything violent,” Deck said. “You’ll be nearby, Tad, just in case. I’m betting he’ll break right off, but if he doesn’t he’ll try to cover his tracks. Your job is to follow him, see where he goes, who he talks to, what he does. Whatever evidence we have, we’ll take to the sheriff.”
“Why not go there now?” Tad said. “Let them investigate.”
“We don’t have much more than hunches yet. Even if they believed us, they’d need warrants and that takes time. Time Loft could use to destroy evidence. As a citizen I can do and say far more than the sheriff can.”
Tad nodded. “You sure you want to do this, Suze?”
“He’s hurting people, Tad. The Cummingses. You. The department. The whole town. We have to stop him.”
Tad turned to Deck. “Whatever you need, we’ll do.”
“I’ll make sure you don’t lose your jobs,” Deck said. “We’ll nail this guy, I promise.”
Heading home, he decided to wait to tell Callie about Loft until after they’d enacted his plan. With any luck, tomorrow Loft would fold like a bad hand and he could relieve Callie of some of her worries. That and the loan seemed to be all he could do to help her at the moment.
 
THE NEXT DAY Deck was restless as he went about his ranch duties, listening for the phone. Finally, at noon, Suze called to tell him she’d found the map and the phony grant among Loft’s papers. So far, so good. As soon as Tad had examined Loft’s trunk, Deck would go after the guy.
Two hours later, Tad called. Sure enough, there’d been an ash outline of the cans in Loft’s trunk. Even better, Tad had found the cans themselves. In his arrogance, Loft had tossed them into a Dumpster that hadn’t been emptied yet. Tad had pictures, an ash sample and the cans stashed safely away.
A half hour later, Deck entered the station. Suze’s eyes went wide and she took a jerky breath.
“It’ll be fine,” he said to reassure her. “I’m set.” He patted the small recorder in his pocket. “Leave the intercom on, okay?”
She nodded, then said loudly, “He’s busy, Mr. O’Neill. He doesn’t want to be disturbed.”
“Wish me luck,” Deck said, then marched to Loft’s office and shoved open the door.
Loft was on the phone. He looked up, angry, then told his caller he would call him back.
“I’m busy, cowboy.” He tried to sound fierce, but his eyes jerked around. “What’s so damn urgent?”
“It’s over,” he said flatly. “You were seen.”
“Seen where?” The man’s face went utterly still and his eyes went cold. He knew exactly what Deck meant.
“It turns out we had a wandering guest the night of the fire. He happened to see you take the cans out of the rubble and put them in your trunk.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Oh, I think you do. He’s been in Europe since then. He called back the investigators who wanted to interview him and they were quite interested in what happened to those cans.”
“That’s insane,” Loft said, his jaw jutting forward. He stood. “Get out of my office, O’Neill.”
“Soon enough. I thought I’d give you a chance to clear this up before I take it to the sheriff. If you turn yourself in, settle this now, you could keep from racking up more charges.”
“You’re full of shit.”
“At first I thought maybe you set the fire yourself and were taking the cans to cover your tracks. You were on the scene pretty damn fast, after all.”
Loft was staring, fiddling with paper on his desk.
“But then I realized you wouldn’t be that stupid. You knew they’d notice the scene had been disturbed, that something had been taken. There would be burn patterns around the varnish cans, but no cans. Why would you do something so obvious?”
“That’s enough. Get out. I don’t have to listen to this.” Loft leaned across his desk, trying to be menacing.
“Then I figured it out,” Deck said. “You were framing Callie. You knew she’d handled the varnish cans. You knew she’d tell the investigators the truth. You tried to scare her by claiming she was a suspect before she was, but even if she didn’t get charged, you would have slowed the investigation long enough to put her in financial crisis. Either way, you’d get the river acres for a song. Maybe even be a hero in her eyes.”
“I would never hurt Callie. My offer was generous.”
“Not with a major land deal in the offing.”
“Just what do you think you know?” Now Loft’s eyes grew cunning and he hunkered down, like a cornered predator ready to claw his way out.
“Thank God you’re such a braggart. You made it easy. You must have found out from your developer friends that Callie’s land would be in line for a major trade for pricey real estate.”
“You’ve been drinking beer in the sun too long, O’Neill. You’re having delusions.”
“We’ve got a witness who’s happy to testify about the cans. Other people are sick of your blackmail and your big mouth and they’ll say what they know. I’m not sure what the charges are for fraudulent use of a federal grant, but I’m sure Homeland Security will be eager to see the gold faucets they paid for.”
“Now you sound crazy.” But Loft’s breathing was shallow, and his body seemed poised to take action. “What do you want?”
“I told you. Turn yourself in. You could say you thought Callie had set the fire and you wanted to help her. Maybe you can cut a deal.” Deck shrugged. “Not that you deserve one.”
“Never going to happen.”
“Do the right thing, Taylor. Save yourself a drawn-out investigation and all that public shame. Think of your father. He’s a good guy. He doesn’t deserve to be humiliated this way.”
“You leave my father out of your horseshit.” Loft sneered. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with,” he said lowly.
“Because you have friends? Not anymore. What’s paying for strippers at a convention compared to years of extortion from a greedy, small-time blowhard like you?” Deck had no idea whether that was true, but his words made fear flicker in Loft’s face.
“Turn yourself in or expect to be arrested,” Deck said. “I am sorry this will hurt your dad. In this case, the bad apple fell nowhere near the tree.”
Taylor stood like a statue, his face stony, but the tremor in his hands told the truth. He was scared.
“I go from here to the sheriff’s office. Last chance.”
Taylor didn’t move.
Deck took one of Loft’s business cards from its holder, then used the man’s gold pen to scribble Deck’s cell number on the back. He pushed the card toward Loft. “I’ll keep my phone on.”
Damn. Loft was more stubborn than Deck had hoped, but he’d do something incriminating soon. Deck would have to leave the next steps to Suze and Tad.
“You hear all that?” he murmured to Suze as he left.
She nodded nervously.
“Watch him close. Keep Tad on speed dial. If anything scares you, get out, no questions asked.”
Down the block, he met up with Tad as previously agreed and took the envelope with the evidence Tad and Suze had gathered. “He’s scared, but he didn’t fold,” Deck said. “Stay on him. I’m heading to the sheriff.” He lifted the envelope. “We’ll get him. Don’t worry.” With any luck, by nightfall Taylor Loft would be under arrest.
 
IT WAS AFTER SIX and Callie was about to quit and head up to her room when Betsy at the front desk called to tell her Taylor Loft was there to see her.
“Send him in,” she said, filled with dread. He wanted her decision on his deal. She might as well get this over with.
“I’m taking off if that’s okay?” Betsy asked. “I have a date.”
“Sure. It’s time. Put the phone on night ring.”
“Thanks so much.”
Seconds later, the office door opened and Taylor entered. He looked odd. He was walking crookedly and his smile was off. Then the smell of booze hit her. Taylor was drunk. And in uniform.
“Are you okay?” she said.
“Jus’ wannada see you,” he slurred, holding himself in the oddly stiff way of a drunk person trying to pretend he wasn’t.
“Come and sit down,” she said, motioning toward her father’s sofa, wishing fleetingly that she’d asked Betsy to stick around for a bit. She sat at the far end.
“I need you to sign the paper,” Taylor said. He dragged the contract, now crumpled, from his back pocket and stepped in front of her. “Now’sa time.”
“I’m sorry, Taylor, but it’s too soon for me to sell.”
“What?” His words went hard and his eyes glittered with anger. On the rare times she’d seen Taylor drunk in high school, he’d been cheerful, not mean. “You owe me this,” he growled.
“I appreciate all your help, Taylor,” she said slowly, “but I have to do what’s best for my father and me.”
“This is a damn good offer. Better than you’ll get.” Something in his expression scared her. He loomed over her. He was a powerful man and she realized he was armed.
She tried to get up, but he pushed her down and sat close. He seemed to switch gears. Sexual interest sparked in his eyes, scaring her. “Give me a chance,” he said in a voice tight with threat. “I can be what you want.” He took her arm and squeezed.
“Let go of me,” she said sternly, her heart racing.
He looked down at his hand, as if noticing for the first time that he had hold of her. “Sorry.” He let go. “Don’t run.” His voice took on a pleading tone. “I won’t hurt you.”
“I’m right here,” she said, but she tensed, ready to spring away the first chance she got.
“Why him?” he said, his voice bitter, his eyes puppy sad. “He’s got nothing. No ambition. He’s a freaking ranch hand. I’ve improved myself. I’m moving forward. I’m better than I was in high school. Give me a chance to prove it.”
“You’re not yourself right now. Please leave before you do something you’ll regret.” She started to rise, ready to get the door, but his hand snaked out with surprising force and yanked her down again, pinning her flat on the cushions.
“You don’t know what I did for you.”
“Yes I do. You did a lot. I appreciate everything—”
“I got rid of that varnish to save you. I risked everything for you.” He squeezed her wrists for emphasis and jabbed her stomach with a knee.
“You’re hurting me. You don’t want to do this, Taylor. Let me go. We can talk when you’re feeling better.”
He didn’t speak, didn’t move and he didn’t let go. Instead his gaze seemed to turn inward. He wasn’t listening anymore. He was gone. Get away, get out. She lunged upward and twisted her wrists with all her might to free herself.
For a second she thought she’d made it. He released her and she scrambled to a sitting position so she could run away.
“Stay right there.” His voice was cold and his eyes were as dead and black as the muzzle of the gun she stared into.
Terror washed like a wave of ice water down her body.
“I’ve been nothing but nice to you,” he said in a wheedling voice. “Now it’s your turn to be nice to me. That land is mine. I’ve offered a fair price, so you need to do the right thing.”
He put the paper on the table, took a pen from his pocket with the hand not holding a gun. “I’m not spending the rest of my life handing out parking tickets and hassling drunks, only to retire to a golf-cart ghetto like my dad. The Lofts owned half this county. One bad year and my great-great-granddad was robbed of it all. You owe me that land. Now sign.”
“Leave her alone, Loft.” Deck’s voice was steady and low. “Put your weapon away.”
Taylor swung the gun in Deck’s direction, holding Callie down with his body. “Stay there. Hands on your head.”
“This is not what you want,” Deck said, still moving forward, hands up slightly. “Think this through. Be smart.”
Taylor’s hand twitched around the gun. “Stop telling me what I want. I know what I want.”
She had to stop Deck from risking his life.
“I’ll sign, Taylor. It’s only fair. I was being greedy.” Her throat was so dry she had to force the words.
“Good,” he said, his tone like the old Taylor. “I’m glad you understand. I knew you would come around.” He seemed to have to look at her, tugged by his feelings for her.
His hesitation, his focus on her gave Deck the chance he needed to lunge for Taylor’s gun arm, yanking it upward. The men struggled for a few frightening seconds until abruptly, Taylor sagged, giving up.
Deck took the gun. “Call 911, Callie. Let the sheriff’s office know Loft is here. They’re waiting for him at his place. Then you stay out in the lobby. I want you safe.”
She glanced at Taylor, who sat with his elbows on his knees, head in his hands, then left the room to make the call.
In a half hour, Callie watched as Taylor was helped into the back of a Pima County Sheriff car like a criminal. With a start, she realized that was exactly what he was.
As soon as they drove Loft away, Deck turned to Callie. She looked small and scared standing there, so he pulled her into his arms to comfort her, sick to death that he’d risked her life. “I’m sorry we left you so exposed,” he said into her hair, then pulled back to explain. “Loft didn’t crack when I confronted him. Tad tailed him to his house, then he ducked out for gas. By the time he got back, Loft was gone. I would have been here before Loft, except I was coming from the sheriff’s office.”
“What did you say to him? He acted so crazy.”
Deck explained what he’d learned and suspected.
She looked up at him. “You think he was framing me? He told me he took the cans to protect me.”
“With his twisted thinking, maybe he was.” Where was the harm in letting her believe that?
“He wasn’t like that in high school. How did he get so bitter?” Callie gave everyone too much credit. “You saved me, Deck. Again.”
“I also put you in danger.” Looking into her face, something gave way inside him and he realized he was in love with her. Hopelessly and pointlessly, but there wasn’t a damn thing he could think of to stop it.
“You’ve done so much for me,” she said. “To the end of my days I’ll be grateful.” She stopped as if she feared she might cry. Her eyes were shiny with tears.
“I’m glad we had time together,” he said gruffly, though nothing in his life had ever hurt more. He wasn’t quite saint enough to believe it had been worth it.
Callie had awakened him. He’d been in some kind of Van Winkle sleepfest and now he was fully, painfully awake.
 
A WEEK LATER, Callie took the steps from the porch headed for the barn. She needed to talk to Deck, and he’d suggested they go for a horseback ride. It would be their last one and she wore her comfortable Wranglers, her old scuffed boots and her Stetson. The red leather jacket and boots were packed away where they belonged. They were for show, not for riding.
She watched Deck emerge from the barn with Brandy, his long legs strong and sure, his shoulders broad, his dove-gray Stetson firmly on his head, so handsome and manly her throat tightened.
She would miss him so much. She would miss the ranch, too. For all the stress and trouble, enjoying it again had been a gift. All due to the man who now smiled at her.
“Hey, Callie. You okay?”
She pushed back her emotion, managing a smile, wishing she was better at hiding her feelings. Deck didn’t miss a twitch or a blink. She had good news, so she focused on that. “I’m fine. Very fine, actually.”
“Yeah?” He lifted the saddle onto Brandy, then held the pommel, looking at her across the horse.
“I got the word from the investigators. The fire has been declared accidental. Electrical, complicated by accelerants. They found no evidence of deliberate ignition. It looks like Taylor didn’t start it. He just covered it up.”
“So you’re cleared. That’s great, Callie.” He sounded as relieved as she felt.
“Yeah. It is. Now the insurance companies will wrangle over who pays what. It’ll be a while before a check appears, but at least the money is coming.”
“And my loan will tide you over until then?”
She nodded. “But we should be able to pay you back sooner than I thought. Valhalla’s supposed to send a check, Finn says. A lawsuit got settled in their favor, freeing up some cash. I can’t believe I ever thought they might have started the fire. Taylor made me suspect everyone.”
“You were scared. And under pressure. It’s understandable.”
“I’m not sure what we’ll do about the back acres. If the ballot measure passes we might sell. From what I’ve gathered, a complicated purchase/swap with Tucson puts the river acres into the state preserve. The point is there will be far more money than Taylor offered me. I can’t believe he was that greedy.” She glanced at Deck. “Yeah, yeah, I know you told me so, but he wasn’t like that in high school.”
“People change.”
“He did, that’s for sure. Anita’s going to work with me on the river issue. I like that the acres would stay wild.”
“Me, too, Callie. That’s all to the good.”
“Yeah. Have you heard what’s going to happen to Taylor?”
“So far, he’s been charged with tampering with evidence. There might be more charges, certainly about the misuse of the federal grant, depending on who decides to come clean.”
“He’ll go to prison?” The idea sounded terrible, even though he’d done bad things. She’d declined to press charges for his assault on her.
“Who knows? He’s been stopped. That’s the main thing. Tad Renner’s been appointed interim police chief. I made sure the mayor did that. If I have any say, he’ll get the job for good.”
“That’s great.” She hesitated. “Are you thinking about running for mayor yourself?”
He shrugged. “I’ve got some decisions to make, I guess.” For a moment he looked completely lost, and she wanted to hug him and tell him it would be all right, though that was stupid. How could she know anything would be all right?
The look was gone as quickly as it appeared. Deck had always been self-contained. It made her sad for him.
“You ready? Horses are set.” He looked her up and down. “You look good.” She got the thrill she always got when he looked at her. Would it ever go away?
He adjusted the cinch on Brandy. Ranger lifted his head up and down, as if to hurry them on.
Soon, they were riding side by side toward the river to enjoy their last sunset together. As they traveled, Deck filled her in on practical issues about the cattle and the upcoming sales.
Soon they headed up the narrow trail up the hill, Callie in front. At the top, their horses stood shoulder to shoulder and Callie looked out over her family’s land. “It’s so beautiful.”
“Yeah.”
She turned and saw Deck had been looking at her.
He cleared his throat and shifted his gaze. “How’s your dad?” he asked.
“Better, now that he’s only taking one set of meds.” She paused. “You know, you were right about us protecting each other. Around him, I’m the eternal cheerleader. It’s like I never stopped trying to keep him from crying after Mom died.”
He nodded.
“We have to quit it. We’re missing too much about each other’s lives. We’re both adults. Like you said, we’re sturdier than we think.”
“Sounds wise of you.”
“You realize, don’t you, that if I’d known Dad was willing to sell the ranch, you’d have the Triple C right now and I’d never have come out here?”
“But we’d have missed all this.” Deck moved his hand between them, trying to joke, but she saw pain in his eyes.
She fought her own sadness. “We may still sell, depending on how the next year goes, so, if you’re interested…”
He laughed. “You’re out of my price range now. I wanted a ranch, not a resort. After that, I wanted to help you and Cal.”
“You’ve had our backs all the way.” She swallowed. “You’re a good person, Deck. You deserve…so much.”
“When do you leave?” he asked, shaking off her praise.
“As soon as I can. We’re at a standstill until we start the rebuild. I’ll fly out when I’m needed, but I should get back. Stefan’s impatient to buy me out, and I need to jump on that opportunity I was telling you about.”
“Jessica’s taking over?”
“For now. If it’s too much for her, I’ve talked with the manager of a Palm Springs resort, who would be great.”
“Sounds like you’ve got it handled. You need to start looking for a field manager to replace me. I’d like to move on.”
“Sure. That makes sense.” Her throat closed, so she looked away, out over the Triple C. “I’ll miss this place.” The sunset was now deep purple and gold. Surrounded by this wild beauty, she couldn’t help but feel so alive.
“Will you?” He steadied his gaze on her face.
“Yes. Very much.” She would miss him, too, which was the question in his eyes. “Are you sorry, Deck?”
He waited a long moment before he answered. “No. It hurts like hell, but it was worth a try.” A muscle jumped in his jaw. He cleared his throat. “You?”
“Not sorry at all.” She’d never hurt so much in her life.
“I know you think I’m hiding,” he added, “that I’m settling for less, but—”
“That wasn’t fair of me. We chose different lives.”
“And what I said about you running away—”
“Sometimes I do. But not this time. And you’re right about missing things when you go too fast. From now on, I’ll take my time—smell the roses, check out the sunset or at least the skyline. I liked seeing the world through your eyes, Deck. I just…” She had to say it. “I wish you would let yourself want more.”
“And I wish you would want less.” His smile was so sad.
“That sums it up, huh?”
“It does.” They were silent, pondering the truth that kept them apart. “Listen,” Deck said in a tone signaling a business topic. “I’ll be taking down that sold painting when we get back to the house. The buyer’s picking it up tonight.”
“Sure. And if you want to take the rest down, Deck, we’ll replace them with something. I shouldn’t have forced you.”
He shrugged. “It didn’t bother me as much as I thought it would.” He looked away. “So, I bet you’re looking forward to getting back to the city.” Another subject change.
“Yeah. Sure.” So why did she feel so empty? From the moment she realized she’d be able to leave, she’d felt hollowed out.
Was it her father? He was still in turmoil about Dahlia, but his health was stable and Callie would be out often.
Was it Deck? Sure. She already missed him. But there was no point in that. Even if they weren’t miles apart in both geography and attitudes, she couldn’t love him enough. She didn’t have it in her. “I guess we should go,” she said finally. “The light’s fading.”
Without a word they turned away from the sunset and made their way down the hill and toward their separate futures.
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DECK PUT THE HORSES AWAY and waited until he was certain Callie would be upstairs before he went into the ranch house to get his painting.
Once she left, he’d probably feel better. Seeing her every day had him in constant turmoil. He was lonely and miserable. He felt—shit—discontented. Which was stupid. The grass was always greener, didn’t he know that?
He entered the ranch house, nodded at the guests in the great room, then went to the hall lined with his canvases. He’d shipped the other two when the checks came, too preoccupied with Callie and the ranch to notice how he felt about the sales.
He took down the last sold piece, then surveyed the remaining canvases: parts of a horse, a cactus study, a sunset, a distant rider. Not badly rendered, either.
He didn’t cringe anymore. At first, he’d hated his art on display. He’d felt exposed, like one of those dreams where you found yourself in public stark naked with everyone laughing.
His paintings had always been his pain on canvas and he didn’t care for strangers staring at that. But that had passed. His pieces were merely his take on subjects that caught his eye, interested him or moved him. Nothing more.
The buyer wasn’t due for a couple of hours, so he dropped the painting off at his studio and headed into town for some rhubarb pie and company.
The diner was nearly empty. Ruby met him at the counter. “Well, bless me, the town hero has placed his regal behind on my humble stool.”
“Cut it out, Ruby.”
The few diners smiled. Someone laughed. There was applause.
“People can’t stop talking about what you did,” she said more softly. Half a dozen people had privately thanked him for stopping Loft for one reason or another.
“You really need to run for mayor, Deck.”
He sighed. “Could I have my pie without politics?”
“Whatever you say.” She turned for the pie rack, and the piece she brought him held a scoop of vanilla ice cream. “You’ve got that à la mode look on your face,” she explained. “Is it Callie?”
He shot her a glance, then went at his pie.
“Can’t you work things out?”
“Nothing to work out. She’s going back to New York.” What the hell was wrong with this pie? It tasted like cardboard.
“Not if she has a reason to stay. Did you give her one?”
He put his fork down. “I’m not begging her, Ruby.” He’d done that once already. “I won’t humiliate myself.” He picked up his fork again and dug at the pie.
“Since when is telling someone you want them in your life humiliating?”
“When it’s done, it’s done. Besides, she’s the one leaving.”
“So go to New York. Chase her down.”
“I don’t belong there any more than she belongs here.”
“For a smart man, you can be stone dumb, Declan O’Neill. You ever heard of compromise? Frequent flier miles? It doesn’t have to be either or. It can be both.”
“It’s more than where we live,” he said. “We want different things.” She wanted too much and he wanted too little.
“If you love each other, you work it out.” She paused. “Does she even know you love her?”
He thought about that. He’d never said the words, but she had to know. Didn’t she?
“What are you afraid of?” she asked.
“Nothing.” Losing her, of course. People left, they died, they went away. You protected yourself any way you could. Callie did it with forward motion. He stuck with things he could count on. “Could I just eat my pie, here?”
“You already did.” She nodded at his empty plate.
“Then I guess I need another piece,” he groused.
She brought it to him. “Think it over, Deck. And the next time you come in here, you’d better ask me to be your campaign manager or we’ll be permanently out of raspberry rhubarb, I swear.” He half believed she was serious.
 
CALLIE BROUGHT a glass of pomegranate iced tea to her father and sat on the rocking chair beside him on the porch.
“Thanks,” he said.
She rocked for a few seconds, her gaze sliding from the ranch yard up to the sky, where the stars were white specks in the velvety blackness.
“Good tea,” her father said, licking his lips.
“It’s store-bought. Don’t tell Dahlia.”
“She’s not ready to joke about tea yet, I’m afraid.”
“What’s happening with you two?” She wanted the best for her father, but she wasn’t sure Dahlia was the right woman.
“We’re taking it slow. I guess I was so happy to find someone I could love, that I let her run me around a little too much. She knows she was too bossy, so we’re being careful with each other right now.”
“It’s not my business, Dad, but maybe she’s just too sensitive for someone as kind and compassionate as you are.”
“We love each other, Callie. We’ll work it out.”
She could let that go, but she’d promised she’d be more honest. “Are you sure? Because while you were protecting her feelings, I almost lost you.”
“I won’t let that happen again.”
“You mean you won’t tell me if it happens.” She paused, then turned to him. “We have to stop tiptoeing around each other, pretending we’re not sick or scared or lonely or upset just to protect the other person. We end up strangers to each other.” She stopped, waiting for his response, her heart in her throat. Was he mad? Disappointed? Hurt?
He sipped his tea, taking his time before he answered. “The truth can be painful,” he said. “When you told me you didn’t want the ranch, that hurt me.”
“I’m sorry, Dad. I just—”
“You were upset. We both were. But I needed to know. I can see that now. You’re right, Callie.”
“I want us to be more honest with each other.”
He studied her. “It’s a habit, you know—telling the people I love what I think they want to hear. That’s what happened with Dahlia and it almost killed me. You’d think that would be enough of a lesson, wouldn’t you?”
She laughed. “I’m a grown-up, Dad. I can handle the truth.”
“I’m not sure I can.” He gave a sheepish smile.
“So we’ll ease into it, how’s that? I’ll try not to shock you right off the bat.”
“Sounds fair enough,” he said, then sipped his tea, looking out over the yard, lost in thought. He turned to her. “Okay, in the spirit of honesty, I have some news you might not like. I’m going to see a doctor who specializes in alternative medicine. It’s Dahlia’s physician. She’s been trained traditionally, too. I read up on her, and she’s well respected. If I like her and trust her, I’m going to do what she says. That might mean herbs instead of pills, Callie.”
Callie swallowed hard. Her dad was doing what she’d asked him to do, being honest. She had to show him it was okay. “I can’t say that doesn’t worry me, but it’s your decision to make and I respect that.” She paused. “And I’m glad you told me.”
“Okay. Glad to hear it.” He grinned out at the yard.
“That didn’t hurt so bad, did it? Discussing that?”
Her father laughed. “I’ll need practice, I can tell.”
“We both will.”
He turned to her. “Here’s one for you. Tell me what’s going on between you and Deck.”
“Okay.” She took a breath. “We were seeing each other, but we broke up. We’re on good terms and I’m fine.”
“I’m a grown-up. I can take the truth.”
She smiled. “That is the truth. We couldn’t work it out. We’re just too different from each other.”
“But that’s what makes life interesting.”
“It’s too hard.” She shook her head.
“You have to compromise, Callie. You know that, right?”
“Compromise, sure. But you don’t stop being who you are or going after what you want.”
“Is that what Deck’s asking of you? Or you of him?”
“In a way. I don’t know. It just won’t work.”
“I never wanted you to be afraid,” her father said softly.
“What do you mean? I’m not afraid.”
“Losing your mom was scary. If she could disappear just like that—” he snapped his fingers “—what in the world was safe anyway? I felt the same way, you know.”
“I grew out of that,” she said, but his words plowed into her. He’d never been so frank with her before.
“What I did was tuck into the ranch and work hard. Year after year. It took your dating club and Dahlia phoning me day after day to get me to start living again.”
“Yeah, and that almost got you killed.”
“You have a point.” He smiled, but then got serious. “You have to take a chance on people, Callie. On love. Yeah, it’s risky. You can get hurt. But don’t let love go because you’re scared. What’s that saying? A ship at harbor’s safe, but that’s not what ships are for.”
“I don’t know, Dad.” Sweat sprang out all over her body. His words made sense, but she wanted to stiff-arm them away. “It’s not that simple. I can’t give up my life.”
“Don’t give it up, Callie. Share it.” Her father wouldn’t let her look away. “I’ll say one more thing and then I’ll leave you be. When you’re with Deck, you light up like Christmas morning. Around him, you seem…I don’t know…settled in your skin. Content. Easy. Maybe that sounds nutty to you.”
“A little.” She tried to laugh it off.
“I mean you stop acting like you’re about to fly off any second after God knows what all.”
“My charging, New-York style?”
“Don’t let geography be your excuse to give up on love.”
She didn’t speak. Her throat had closed off.
“Wow,” her father said with a deep breath, “all this honesty is exhausting. I hope I didn’t hurt your feelings. I don’t mean to tell you what to do. I just want you to be happy.”
“I know you do, Dad.”
He stood and leaned down to give her a hug. “I’m off to bed. Think about what I said.”
“I will. And you take your time with Dahlia.”
“Fair enough.”
Her father left and she looked out into the dark. She could hear crickets, river toads and just plain quiet. Through the mesquites, she saw that Deck’s trailer was dark. Had he gone into town? She wished she could wander over with a bottle of wine and sort this out with him. Laugh and talk and be easy together, like they’d been for those weeks of limbo.
Her dad was right. Deck did make her feel settled. Her life in New York was jam-packed. She’d always loved it, thrived on it. Lately…maybe not so much.
What did she want now? Truly? The ranch and Deck? New York and Deck? Or just plain Deck, however she could have him? Maybe she was using geography as an excuse. Why couldn’t they share their lives?
She needed to think about this. And the best place to think was the hot springs. She donned her robe, grabbed a towel and headed out. Turning on the path to look back at the ranch house, she saw how pretty the pool looked in the moonlight. A couple was enjoying the hot tub. Through the window she could see two guests working out in the gym. Music from the bar was soft and pleasant. Bookings were already up, she knew.
She’d accomplished a lot so far and there was so much more to do. Of course she’d be out to track the progress, but that wasn’t the same as being here every day, enjoying the moment-to-moment pleasures of managing a place you’ve built.
It was the kind of thing Deck loved. To him the land, the animals he worked with, the desert he lived in, offered plenty of satisfaction. She understood that, but had never considered it for herself, just as Deck had never let moving to New York enter his mind. Maybe they’d both been unfair.
She rounded the bend to the hot springs. No guests were in the open pools, but Callie went to the private spring anyway. It was her favorite. She removed her robe and slipped naked into the dark water, which was lovely as always.
She thought about making love. Here and everywhere else they’d been together. She’d been able to let herself go with him. She’d trusted him. Wasn’t that what she wanted in the end?
But she loved her career, her friends, the pace and the city. Leaving the ranch wasn’t running away, as Deck had said. It was running to something good and rewarding.
Not exactly the whole truth. She was always running—to the next task, conversation, client, job, challenge. Because if she stopped…what?
She’d be stuck with herself and her own thoughts and feelings. And that was to be avoided because for a long time all she felt were pain and sadness and guilt and regret. She’d learned to protect herself by staying busy.
Nearly losing her father had reminded her that she could lose someone she loved in one terrible moment. Had she given Deck up out of that same fear? Was she running away from him?
And what about her capacity for deep love? Was her heart really crippled? Or just guarded? Could she change?
Maybe she already had. A little, anyway. Thanks to Deck.
Deck had helped her take back her past, replace painful memories with happy ones. Even thinking of her mother hurt less. She no longer clung to that terrible mental picture of party favors floating to the tarmac of the highway near her mother’s crushed car.
Deck had given her back her mother. Even her birthday. His sweet celebration had healed the old hurt. Deck had been there for her however she needed him to be.
He would keep being there. He was that kind of guy. If anyone could help Callie heal her damaged heart, it was Deck.
If he wanted to try.
They’d both been afraid, backing away at the first bit of trouble like they’d touched a hot stove.
Why couldn’t they share their lives? Geography was a challenge, but Callie loved challenges. If they loved each other, if they wanted to be together, they could work it out.
It was worth a try, Deck had said.
And this time Callie wasn’t going to run.
 
DECK HEARD THE CAR pull up and stepped out of his studio to meet his buyer. A pretty woman, midtwenties, bounded toward him, grinning. “I’m so excited,” she said, introducing herself and violently shaking his hand.
He led her into the studio where he’d leaned her painting—it was a sunset over the river—against the packing case he’d prepared.
“Oh, thank God, I love it just as much!” She beamed at him. “You know how you have something in your mind and you think it can’t possibly be as good as you remembered, but it is?” She studied it with shining eyes. “Looking at this gives me this feeling. Peace and joy. Does that sound goofy? You hear that all the time, I bet. Such a cliché. I don’t care.”
He didn’t get a chance to reply.
“This is my first original art, you know. I’ve been saving for the right one. And this is it. I can’t wait to show my friends. They’ll probably want to know where you’re showing. Did you say you’re in a gallery?”
“No,” he said. “Not yet.” Not yet?
“There’s a place in Scottsdale where you’d be great.” She pulled out a business card and wrote down the name. “Call them. Really. You should. So my friends won’t have to drive all the way down here.”
“Thanks,” he said. “Let me get this ready.” He boxed up the painting, while she kept talking about the place in her house she’d hang the work, her job in PR, how much she loved the current show at the Phoenix Art Museum and on and on.
Finally he put the box in her back seat, then turned to say goodbye.
“I feel like I know you from your painting, so I want to give you a hug or something…”
“Sure,” he said, hugging her lightly.
She grinned at him afterward.
“So, great. Drive safe,” he said, motioning at her open door, uncomfortable with her adoration.
She drove off still waving.
He realized he was still grinning. His art had made her happy. He liked that. A lot. He felt…proud. Callie was right. Selling his work could be rewarding.
Why had he held back? Like Callie with her birthday, he’d never questioned his old beliefs. When she’d dragged his art out of his studio, she’d exposed his excuses to the light.
He would call that gallery, dammit. The idea felt good, freeing. A little scary, but right.
He’d held back with Callie, too. Ruby was right. He hadn’t even told he loved her. What the hell was he afraid of?
The pain, of course. The agony of losing too much. His father’s death had been harder on him than he’d ever acknowledged. He’d clung to the old pain, just as Callie had done.
They’d been protecting themselves in their separate ways—him by closing himself in, her by running off. Why couldn’t they stop that, trust each other, take the chance?
He’d said it was worth a try, but he hadn’t tried. How could he let her go so easily? Hell, he should chase her to Manhattan. Ruby was right about that, too.
He had to talk to Callie. Galvanized, he started toward the ranch house. Then he spotted her on the path to the hot springs wearing that black robe and those silly flip-flops.
The perfect place to talk to her. He got what he needed, then he set off to chase down the woman he loved.
 
CALLIE WAS FLOATING, staring up at the stars, planning her speech to Deck when she heard him say her name. She sat up, not sure she hadn’t imagined it.
There he stood in a terrycloth robe, holding a bottle of champagne with two mason jar glasses.
“Deck,” she said, her heart full of hope.
He set down his burden, dropped his robe and slipped naked into the water. “Don’t go, Callie,” he blurted, then slapped the water. “Damn, that’s not what I was going to say.” He shook his head. “I was going to be logical and thoughtful, list options and choices, pros and cons and excuses, but that’s the essence of it. I love you. I want us to be together.”
He took hold of her arms, his hands warm and strong. “I never stopped loving you. I didn’t realize it until I had you back. And I’m not letting you go this time. Not again. Even if I have to chase you to New York.”
She chewed her lip, nervous again. “I love you, too, Deck. I want us to be together, too. I’m just…scared.”
“Me, too. We’ve both been hurt. We’ve lost someone close. That did change our lives.”
“But love is worth the risk, right?” she said, her heart filling with the truth of that.
“Absolutely,” Deck said.
“I’ve blocked my feelings for so long….” She swallowed. “But you’ll help me, right? You always have. You gave me back the ranch, my mother, even my birthday.” She stopped. “I bet you can give me back my heart.”
“Whatever you need,” he said. “I’m there for you.” He kissed her softly and she melted against him.
“You were right, Callie. I did hold back. My heart. My art. You make me want more.”
“Deck…”
“If I have to move to New York, I’ll do it. I’ll buy one of those horse-drawn coaches and drive people around Central Park if that’s what it takes.”
Callie laughed. “No need to go insane, Deck. I can see myself here. Eventually. I need to go back and see what’s what, but I think I could be happy here. With you.”
“And we can live our lives with relish—”
“And mustard. Yeah.”
Deck pulled her into his arms, serious now, and they kissed for a long, lovely moment.
All their past times together swirled in Callie’s head like the hot, healing water sweeping around their bodies. She stepped back into the hollow place in the stone and looked into Deck’s warm and steady eyes. “We’ve got a lot to work out,” she warned.
“I’m a patient man,” Deck said.
“You’ll have to be.”
“Don’t I know it.” He kissed her again, pulling her body tight against his. “Whatever it takes. You’re worth everything.” He looked into her face.
In the desert night, all she saw were the stars reflected in Deck’s eyes. Her heart, crippled as it was, seemed to be full of love now. Full and spilling over and she knew Deck would be there to catch every drop.
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A Private Island off the Florida Coast
You wouldn’t recognize a good time if it landed in your lap and wiggled.

LACEY SUTHERLAND stared at the instant message from her twin sister—her fraternal, meaner twin, who had nothing in common with her besides a last name and a career path—and felt her blood boil.
It was long past midnight. Her latest blog on the matchmaking Web site she’d worked so hard to develop had received only a couple of hundred hits. Her career was in the crapper and had been headed there for months. Once, twice, again she thunked her forehead against her kitchen table that doubled as a work station. Her research manuals and computer printouts of reference material were piled under her chair, all over her countertops and stuffed in the nearby plate rack that made a really creative filing system. And now her ever-helpful twin who thought she knew best because she’d pushed her way out of the womb two minutes before Lacey wanted to tell her how to have a good time?
Rubbing her now sore head, she wondered if anyone had popularized GTH as an e-mail acronym. Go to…Hades fit Lacey’s response quite aptly.
I don’t need a vacation! Lacey typed back, picturing her twin on the other side of the country.
Laura lived in Seattle, a good three thousand miles away from Lacey’s small plot of dirt just east of Miami off Florida’s coast. Lacey had come by her own little island in the Atlantic thanks to a brilliant real-estate agent and a small windfall from the damages on a court case that she didn’t like to remember. She was very content to be far from her roots and the sister who thought she knew everything from which wine to pour with a cheeseburger to what men Lacey should date.
Like now. Lacey’s eyes went straight to the vacation brochure glaring at her from beside her computer. Laura had won a free airline ticket to anywhere in the U.S. and was convinced Lacey had to take it. She’d been on her soapbox about Lacey working too hard, when it was Laura’s fault that her career was in shambles in the first place. Why her twin had to follow her into the matchmaking business after Lacey had declared an interest in the field was anyone’s guess.
Some people took that “I can do anything better than you” mentality a little too far.
You haven’t been off that damn speck of dirt you call an island in months. Her sister typed back, the instant message tone chiming.
It’s bad enough you don’t get nearly enough fresh foods out there, but you’re turning into a hermit. Social skills disappear if you don’t use them, darling.
Lacey rolled her eyes at the use of the endearment and the chain of smiley-faced emoticons that followed. Too bad there wasn’t an emoticon for smugness.
Laura did strike a sore spot with the bit about Lacey’s social skills, however. Lacey had reason to be antisocial after a traumatic incident when she’d been an overweight teen. That made her cautious. Appreciative of her privacy. And pretty damn picky when it came to dating.
That was why she’d gotten into matchmaking. She liked the idea that she could prescreen candidates—both for herself and for other discriminating singles.
I was in Miami six weeks ago and stocked up. She had enough Lean Cuisine suppers to go another six days without leaving her place, but she wasn’t about to confess that to her hippie, fresh-veggie-loving sis. You’re just scared I’m going to beat you in this contest and you can’t wait to distract me from the goal.
After Lacey had majored in sociology, she’d worked in the matchmaking industry for a few years before taking a gamble and developing her own online dating Web site. She’d put a simple system in place that predicted compatibility to help serious daters find intelligent relationship prospects. Her program, Connections, had the highest rate of dating success stories for an independent matchmaker on the Web—until her sister had developed a competing site.
The Blender was an irreverent spin on dating services, focusing on fun matches instead of serious life partners, and had increasingly undermined Lacey’s online traffic for nearly six months in a row. Finally, deciding to face the competition head-on, Lacey had promised her advertisers that this month her site would generate more hits than her sister’s Web site, and more successful dates. The event would make or break Connections for good.
You’re far more concerned about your numbers than me came Laura’s speedy reply, the crisp, typed letters blinking back at Lacey.
Damn straight.
Her Web site was on the line, since she was losing major dollars to her sister’s site.
A loss would not only crush her career, but could easily necessitate she give up her private haven in the middle of nowhere. Life out on the island wasn’t cheap, but she dearly loved the quiet beauty that was so different from the noisy household she’d grown up in with her mother’s endless parade of significant others. Or, in her mom’s case, insignificant others.
Cut the crap, Laura.
One in the morning was too late for diplomacy, Lacey decided, typing away with tired fingers.
If you’re afraid of the competition, find another field.
She was about to close her instant-messenger window to end the conversation and plot her next step to create a big splash on her matchmaking blog, but her sister’s newest note was already popping open.
The e-ticket for the flight to anywhere is already in your inbox. I can’t take any trips right now since Brillo hates to fly.
The note was immediately followed by the tone that indicated Laura had signed off, ensuring her twin had the last word. As per usual.
And wasn’t it amusing that Laura thought Lacey was a hermit with no social skills, yet Laura wouldn’t fly because her poodle didn’t like it? Dear God, what if she was like her sister in more ways than she realized?
Suddenly tempted by that plane ticket, if only to prove she hadn’t turned antisocial in the years since college, Lacey allowed her mouse to hover over the icon for her e-mail inbox and then yanked it away. She refused to get sucked into her sister’s Dr. Phil act. Laura loved to prescribe other people’s life paths. That’s what made her site so popular. Some people needed direction in life.
Lacey was not one of them.
Instead she clicked on the beta version of her new secret weapon—an updated matchmaking program that she’d been working on for the past six weeks she’d been holed up at home. She had hoped to get the system to market and start reaping the benefits before her month was up for this contest. Before she lost her top advertisers to Laura.
Before Lacey became the also-ran in her twin’s six-foot-tall shadow. But glitches kept popping up in the program, discouraging her from introducing it to her site’s visitors until she’d perfected it.
Lacey had been testing the new system by filling out her own matchmaking profile in the Connections database. Not that she was looking for a relationship right now.
Far from it.
Her work monopolized her life and probably would continue to do so for the next few years. Even if Connections shut down she wanted to be secure in her world and her career before she began searching for someone to share her life with. But she needed to try out the new system, and that meant going on a few sample dates to see what sorts of guys the process netted.
“Eat your heart out, sis.” Lacey clicked on the “Match” function to see what kinds of mates her program had paired her with after her last round of software adjustments.
Excited all over again, Lacey sat up straighter in her ergonomic office chair pulled up to the kitchen table slash desk. She toasted the laptop screen with a coffee mug filled with sludge that had gone cold about two hours ago.
Bing.
An electronic ring told her the process was complete. Her matches had been run. Setting aside the chipped mug of high-octane caffeine, Lacey shoved her glasses higher on her nose to view the results.
At which time, her socks were promptly knocked off.
Because she hadn’t received a batch of twenty crappy matches with seventy-five percent compatibility ratings. She’d scored two matches in the eighties along with the brass ring of the matchmaking world.
A ninety-six percenter.
She hardly dared to click on the profile that came with a hell of a lot of professional joy and—amazingly—a smidgen of romantic curiosity. What kind of guy rated so high that he would be ninety-six percent compatible with her?
Tapping the keys that would give her more information on one Nicholas Castine, Lacey read all the right things. College educated. Thirty-five years old, which meant he was over those party years and ready for something more serious. A real job as an importer-exporter. He owned his business, in fact.
Impressed, Lacey was already picturing herself meeting this guy. If not for her own dating pleasure, then for the sake of the blog during this all-important month when visitor traffic was crucial. She could chronicle the success of a ninety-six-percent match firsthand on the Connections site, a feature sure to generate interest in the new program if she had indeed smoothed out the last of the kinks.
Delirious with this renewed affirmation that she didn’t suck as a matchmaker, Lacy was ready to click on the man’s e-mail address and introduce herself. Then she spotted his current location.
Originally from NewYork City, Nicholas Castine had posted his profile last month from his second home in Aquadilla, Puerto Rico. A far-flung locale that would make for an ideal vacation, should a woman be so inclined. Maybe that bit of kismet was telling her that every once in a while a woman needed to believe in love. Fate.
The couple that was destined to be together.
Near Borinquen USCG Air Station

Puerto Rico

Five days later
THE NIGHT TOOK a downward turn the moment a hot chick stepped into the bar.
Coast Guard Lieutenant Damon Craig tipped back his glass of local rum and determined he could pinpoint the exact second his evening had gone from bad to worse. And it wasn’t just because the woman in question carried a cell phone in one hand and a laptop satchel in the other for a drink at a beach surf-shack. Damon considered these hallmarks of self-important tourists his personal pet peeves during a night out.
No, the woman teetering around in expensive heels at Café Rosita’s proved a problem because she was flirting with the object of Damon’s current mission. With a delectable set of curves drawing the attention of every Y-chromosome holder in the bar, the woman made it damn difficult for Damon to keep tabs on his quarry.
And he needed to watch the drug runner. Damon might have entered the bar to blow off steam after a frustrating week of coming up with nothing on the drug shipment his unit in the USCG’s Deployable Operations Group had been tasked to intercept. But then he’d spotted the reputed ringleader himself and decided to stick around and monitor the guy. If their intel about Nicholas Castine was right, he wasn’t just importing Ecstasy and date-rape drugs, he was also a predator himself. One of many reasons Damon wasn’t crazy about the cupcake in a yellow sundress chatting up the dirtbag.
“I could go over there,” Damon’s buddy across the table offered. Enrique Soto was a Puerto Rico native even though he’d gone to Coast Guard Academy in Connecticut with Damon back in the day. Another member of Damon’s unit, Enrique was deployed with him at the Borinquen Air Station nearby. A big guy with a personality as loud as his Hawaiian shirt, Enrique wasn’t the sort of dude people forgot—a fact that made good cover for Damon’s impromptu mission tonight.
No one tended to notice Damon when Enrique jumped behind the bar to show the locals his favorite rum concoctions or leaped on a table to start a round of Elvis karaoke.
The live band’s mix of reggaeton and American pop hits filled the small café, vibrating along the rafters and rattling the glasses hanging upside down over the bar.
“And what do you think that will accomplish?” Damon set aside his empty glass, content to stretch out his drink orders even though he wasn’t officially on duty. He would have forgone the rum altogether except that two Coasties sliding into a bar booth without slamming a drink or two would have the locals talking in no time. That was another reason Damon had chosen Enrique for company.
Enrique’s nights off involved enough rum consumption for both of them.
“I’ll charm the broad to get her out of the way so you can keep tabs on our guy. Your guy, technically, since I’m off tonight.” Enrique picked up Damon’s empty glass and waved it around as he whistled for the waitress. “Oh, that’s right. You are, too. You just forgot how to stop working for more than five minutes at a time.”
Clearly the guy’s fifth rum wasn’t mellowing him one damn bit.
“What makes you think I’m not here to get laid? That woman in the yellow sundress is right up my alley.” Damon paid the waitress for the next round and kept his eyes on the hot chick and his drug-runner target, who seemed to be having some kind of tiff.
Damon didn’t have a clear view since four other guys took turns checking out her legs and continually got in his way. But it looked like the woman had tensed, her tall, curvy form straightening in her seat beside Nick Castine.
After eight years in the Coast Guard, Damon had been in prime position for duty with the Deployable Operations Group. He liked the unit that allowed him to go anywhere in the U.S. at any given moment to respond quickly to new security threats. But this mission was about more than a job. The DOG’s pursuit of Nicholas Castine meant the chance for vengeance on a man whose crime network had infiltrated Damon’s personal life. Castine’s drugs and the party lifestyle they encouraged had stolen Damon’s last girlfriend right out from under him last year.
“Because you swore off women a year ago the first and only time I saw you get shit-faced.” Enrique turned around to follow Damon’s gaze. “And if I remember correctly, you specifically swore off sophisticated city women who thought they were better than the general population.” He swung back to face Damon, a big grin on his mug. “I’d say the toots with the designer laptop case fits the bill.”
Damon heard him in a peripheral sense, but couldn’t quite tear his attention from the uptown girl who was now clearly trying to shove Castine off her. Was she a business associate? A new girlfriend intel didn’t know about? For all Damon knew, she could be in the drug business. A buyer. A user. The dude’s meaty hands had wrapped around her waist to drag her close, and she seemed to be putting a hell of a lot of effort into keeping him at bay. Muscles in her biceps and triceps flexed, her hands were splayed on the guy’s chest, fingers bent back at an awkward angle at his forward momentum.
Yeah, the night was definitely taking a downward spiral. He wanted to watch this Castine guy and personally arrest his ass for providing half the U.S. with Ecstasy, Ketamine and Rohypnol, the so-called party drugs that tantalized good people into thinking happiness could be found in a drug-popping club or in a stranger’s bed. Memories of his former girlfriend still burned his gut. In theory, it was no surprise that crimes carried out over international waters would finally affect Damon personally, since he’d been stationed at all the hot spots for drug and weapons importers over the course of his career. That’s what being in the Coast Guard meant. But he’d still been stunned when the woman he was living with got hooked on the same drugs he’d been fighting to keep out of the U.S.
What this chick in the lemon-colored dress needed was one of those four guys who’d been gawking at her legs to get off his lazy ass and help her away from the overeager Romeo. Whether she was involved in Castine’s business or not, she didn’t deserve the manhandling. But it seemed every last one of the gawkers just watched in salacious envy as the creep wearing Gucci shades in a dark bar continued to grope her.
“Shit.” Tension coiled inside him. Tighter.
Enrique turned. A waitress tried to intervene. And then Damon was on his feet, not caring if he blew his anonymity in front of a guy his group was investigating. People who took advantage of women were on his personal list of World’s Biggest Jerk-offs.
Ten strides brought him tableside with Castine and the woman.
He lowered himself to eye level with the prick’s sunglasses as the guy leaned back to laugh at his companion’s Twister maneuvers.
“Didn’t anyone ever tell you that ‘no’ means ‘no’?” Damon counted on a surprise tactic and created a path for the lady to clear out of the booth.
He held his hand out to help her up as Castine loosened his hold.
“We were just getting better acquainted, weren’t we, Lacey?” The reputed drug runner straightened his suit jacket and smoothed a pink silk tie as he looked to his reluctant date for confirmation.
She stood quickly, tugging her purse and her laptop case out from under the table.
“Actually, you were just demonstrating what a lowlife you are.” She spoke English with a distinctively American accent and gave a cold nod to the jackass who’d tried to maul her. Then she spun toward Damon. “Thank you.”
With a fluff of her short blond curls, she pivoted on her heel and swished past him, her yellow skirt brushing his knee as she went.
Half the heads in the bar turned in unison to watch her go, and he knew he couldn’t let her wander around this deserted stretch of Aquadilla on her own when she was so obviously out of her element. She could spend half the night trying to talk a cab driver into taking her back to the more tourist-friendly part of town. If the cabbies on duty around here were half as interested in her legs as the bar patrons had been, she’d be fighting an uphill battle.
“Looks like she’s already gotten acquainted enough,” Damon observed as he walked away from Castine’s table.
He’d already hit the bottom of the evening downward spiral by making his quarry aware of his presence. Not even a hot chick with a bad attitude could make this night worse.
 
“CAN YOU TAKE ME to this hotel?”
Lacey Sutherland handed the address to a cab driver who was leaning on his trunk, desperate to get out of the seedy bar scene and back to her luxury hotel for the night.
She liked Puerto Rico, but she hadn’t found her bearings yet and had somehow misjudged the bar’s proximity to the resort. Staying out on the northwestern shore was nothing like metropolitan San Juan, where she’d spent the first night after her plane touched down.
She didn’t even want to think about how horribly she’d misjudged her date. That was a problem on so many more levels than it would be for a normal woman, since Lacey was a matchmaker by trade. And had, God help her, set herself up with the octopus in the three-piece suit back there. Her new compatibility prediction system must suck rotten eggs to have been so very wrong about this guy being suited for her.
“No habla inglés.” The cab driver shook his head at her while staring unrepentantly at her breasts.
“You don’t need to speak English.” She pointed to the address again, a series of numbers and a street name that should be easily recognizable for a guy in his profession.
The bar wasn’t exactly in a busy part of town, so walking was out of the question. This was a crappy way to begin her working vacation, a vacation she’d ultimately convinced herself was for her own good. Not just because Laura had said so, but also because Lacey feared her matchmaking site’s problems could be traced back to her losing touch with how the dating world worked.
How many dates had she been on since college? She could count them on one hand. And the number of guys she’d dated more than once…exactly two. Neither of them had lasted more than a few months before Lacey had gone back to her work and her isolated island. She’d decided that her Puerto Rico trip needed to be about more than meeting her ninety-six-percent match. She would do some serious dating research down here. Check out the singles world as the locals knew it and blog about it in detail for her Web site to drive up her visitor numbers during this one last push to beat her sister.
She sighed at the driver’s comfortable sprawl where he sipped a Coke and listened to Spanish talk radio. The only illumination came from the bar, casting the street in shadow except for the occasional set of headlights cruising in or out of the parking lot.
“Are you okay?” A voice from behind her—and, praise God, an English-speaking voice—distracted her from waving the paper in the cabbie’s face again.
Turning, she discovered the man who’d saved her in the bar. A clean-cut, square-jawed type who looked so all-American he could have strolled off a Ralph Lauren ad. The dimple in his chin only added to the impression. Sure, he wore a wife-beater shirt and Bermuda shorts like most of the rest of the guys in the surfer hangout, but something about his earnest expression communicated that he was a stand-up guy.
Assuming she had any judgment where men were concerned. A major leap of faith in light of the bozo she’d just walked away from.
“I’m fine.” Straightening, she stepped away from the driver to introduce herself. “I’m sorry I didn’t take more time to thank you properly back there. I’m Lacey Sutherland.”
He glanced from her face to her hand and back again before he took her fingers and squeezed. Gently. Warmly. Definitely a nice touch.
“Damon Craig. And you’re welcome.” He pointed up the street. “You want a ride back to your hotel before your admirer gets out here? My car is just up there.”
It was a nice offer. A gentlemanly offer. The kind of white-knight suggestion she would have expected from an all-American male with a dimple in his chin that could make him Tom Brady’s younger brother.
But something shifted in the air between them as he asked it. Some boy-girl dynamic that made her heart beat a little faster.
“Um—” She knew better than to trust something as unreliable as physical chemistry as an indicator for compatibility. On any given day the Connections message board received a post about a relationship based on lust that went awry. “I’d better not.”
From behind Damon, the door of the bar swung open with a squeak and a bang. Three guys piled out onto the steps of Café Rosita, two in silk shirts and dress pants and one in a banker’s suit with a pastel-pink tie. Nick Castine.
Before she had time for dismay, Captain All-America spun her around, tucking her close to his side as he wrapped his arm about her waist. With his free hand, he cradled her head to his chest as if to hide her from the world. All at once, he was steering her away from the street, down a sandy path through palm trees, her heels sinking in the soft terrain.
Oddly, she could hardly protest when her cheek rubbed against his chest, her nose picking up the sudden tantalizing scent of man and aftershave. The warmth of his body plastered against hers, making her keenly aware that Damon Craig wasn’t just a do-gooder “guy next door” giving her a hand. He was a major, muscle-bound stud.
Who happened to smell good enough to eat.
“What are you doing?” She tripped on a piece of driftwood and realized the ocean must be nearby. She could hear the roll of waves in one ear while the beat of Damon’s heart thumped against the other.
“You don’t want to run into that touch-happy jackass again.” Damon peered back up the hill and steered her to the right along a line of palm trees, relinquishing his hold on her. “We can wait down here until he takes off.”
She felt adrift suddenly, her skin cooling in the aftermath of those moments tucked up against him. Even her legs felt a little more unsteady. She dropped her laptop bag to the ground and took in the sights—a fat full moon reflecting white light on frothy waves rolling with a swish to her feet.
“You seemed to handle him just fine back in the bar.” Not that she expected him to fight all her battles for her. But he sure hadn’t looked intimidated by Nicholas earlier.
“Yeah, and he’s probably had just enough time to feel the full sting to his ego, so I wouldn’t count on handling him so easily the next time.”
“I don’t know how I could have ended up with such a loser.” She was tempted to crack open her laptop and pore over the data again to see what she might have missed. She hadn’t spent months working on the new compatibility software to end up making mistakes like this.
“You’re not the first person to misjudge a date.” He picked up a piece of driftwood and whipped it into the ocean, boomerang-style.
“You don’t understand. It’s my job to craft an intelligent matchmaking profile system for my company and this is the ninety-six-percent-compatibility match I got paired up with.” The reality of it still blew her away. This could mean the whole system she’d spent months on was worthless. She didn’t mourn the loss of a dating prospect, since she wasn’t looking for romance anyhow. But she sure as heck regretted that her system could be so deeply flawed. “I mean it when I say this should not have happened.”
He went still—silent—for so long that she noticed it in spite of her preoccupation with the glitch in her program.
“What?” She suspected a guy who looked like Damon Craig had never felt the need to try out matchmaking online.
Women probably threw themselves at him on a regular basis.
“You work for one of those online dating places?”
“Why?” She couldn’t help a little defensiveness. “Are you a nonbeliever?”
“To each his own.” He didn’t elaborate, but then, she’d run into most every type of resistance to her line of work.
“You’re absolutely right. Some people don’t mind venturing off blindly into the dating world, while others of us prefer to up the odds of success.” It was a standard defense of her work, although she found it tough to stand behind it tonight when her projected match had been a grabber. He’d seemed nice enough at first, but his manners had disappeared after his second drink.
Slipping out of her heels, Lacey let her bare feet sink into the sand. The sensation felt amazing, reminding her that the years she’d kept delaying a vacation had added up. What was wrong with her that she couldn’t ever give herself a break to soak up some sun? Feel the sand in her toes? Just because she lived on an island of her own didn’t mean she had a beach like this that felt like a deluxe spa treatment on her skin. She had stiff, squishy St. Augustine grass and a view she usually only enjoyed from a window. Maybe she’d do a better job on her software revamp this week if she did it with a tequila sunrise in hand.
“Yeah?” Damon stalked closer and her heart did that fast-forward thing again. “I find it hard to believe a woman like you would need the help of some high-tech program to get a date.”
Did he think that only a woman wearing tortoiseshell eyeglasses and her hair in a bun needed help with finding an appropriate man? She wanted to feel defensive, except that she caught another hint of his aftershave scent and experienced a sharp pang of inexplicable awareness.
“Who are you?” She couldn’t help the question. She told herself it was in the name of research. “I mean—are you a traveler or a local? I don’t know anything about you.”
She’d wanted to ask what he did for a living since the information was one of the most telling details on a matchmaking profile. Her gut told her he was all wrong for her, but she wanted the data to back that up, if only to reaffirm her instincts. Because aside from her misstep with Nicholas Castine, she still had faith in the compatibility program she’d designed that was based on tried-and-true personality profiling.
“I’m a hell of a lot better than the punk who just tried to grope you in full view of fifty bar patrons, that’s for sure.” He didn’t look anything like the guy next door right now. Not even the dimple in his chin could erase her impression that this man could be dangerous.
The change in his demeanor didn’t frighten her. And that was saying something, because she was a woman who’d never felt at ease around men, after one of her stepfathers had tried to touch her inappropriately.
In theory, Damon Craig’s chest-thumping declaration ought to put her on guard. In reality, she found it oddly comforting that he could be so incensed on her behalf. She knew the full-body tingle humming over her skin right now had more to do with an unwise attraction than any inkling of impending harm.
“I’m sure you are a much nicer man than Nicholas—”
“But you’re not in the market for nice, right?” He sounded vaguely irritated about that and she wondered why.
“I’m in the market for understanding the laws of physical attraction and how we respond to them.” Somehow just uttering the phrase “physical attraction” around him made her knees weak.
A warm breeze blew off the ocean and sent her skirt tickling around her thighs. She’d shopped for something pretty and feminine to wear tonight, throwing herself into the idea of her date so much that she’d actually been disappointed on a personal level when Nicholas had turned out to be all wrong for her. But the pent-up romantic hopes—so totally unexpected—had left her feeling restless and edgy. Her gaze lingered on Damon’s broad shoulders as he blocked her view of the water, his big, athletic body communicating in its own language to hers.
His teeth flashed white in the moonlight as he hovered over her.
“That’s where you’re looking at it all wrong. There are no laws when it comes to attraction.” He leaned closer, his gaze dropping to her mouth. “It just drop-kicks you when you least expect it.”
His stance on the subject made no sense. The sultry heat rolling off him in waves, however, made one hell of a case to a woman who hadn’t indulged herself in far too long.
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DAMON HADN’T MEANT to tangle with the woman from the bar.
From what he’d gathered from seeing her in action, she was uptight, tied to her technology and had piss-poor street smarts, if she blindly agreed to a computer’s choice for a date. Lacey Sutherland seemed more concerned with some bogus scientific research than her personal safety, given that she’d made no arrangements for transportation home tonight. Unless, of course, she was lying about everything and was somehow connected to the drug runner in ways she wouldn’t admit.
If she was covering up a more illicit tie to Castine, she was doing a damn good job of it. The last woman he’d known with ties to a drug dealer—his former girlfriend—hadn’t hidden the signs of her addiction well. Kelly had run off with her supplier while Damon was on duty, claiming she couldn’t take Damon’s dangerous and unpredictable job anymore.
Damon had vented his anger about the whole thing through his job over the last year, taking a new, special interest in his drug-interdiction flights. They’d been following small leads to the highest guy in the food chain for months, finally discovering Castine’s import-export business at the root of a complex network. His unit didn’t want to haul him in until they caught him in the act, and that meant being ready for the next big shipment.
Now his unofficial surveillance was a bust, since he’d made himself conspicuous in the bar tonight. He didn’t have anything else to do right now besides prove his point about attraction, especially since he wanted to keep tabs on anyone with a connection to Castine.
Lacey sighed and tapped her foot. At first Damon thought she was being impatient with him, but then she looked up at him and shook her head, blond curls flying.
“I don’t agree.” She didn’t back away from him even though he’d come to rest mere inches from her on the beach below Café Rosita’s. Above them the sounds of laughter and reggaeton drifted on the breeze.
“You don’t?” He’d half forgotten what they’d been talking about and he rewound their conversation in his mind. He’d been too busy weighing the merits of getting close to her to recall how her words fit.
“No. There are some predictable rules of…attraction.” She licked her lips, a small, nervous gesture at odds with her matter-of-fact tone. “Any unexpected feelings that—as you say—drop-kick you unexpectedly, you’ve got to chalk up to lust. Those are superficial feelings that have little to do with a true emotional and mental chemistry.”
“That’s rich.” He would have laughed if he hadn’t been wound tight as a drum from the potent combination of her nearness and the distinct sexual draw of her tongue moistening the soft fullness of her lip. “You’re telling me that if you meet someone and they make you all hot inside, that’s superficial?”
She twitched at the mention of heat, one hand reaching up to run through her cropped blond curls before she fisted her fingers at her side.
“That’s right.”
He locked gazes with her for a long moment, breathing in the sultry air between them and growing more sure of himself with every rapid rise and fall of her breasts under the skimpy yellow triangles of fabric that made up the top of her dress.
“And if you can’t catch your breath because your thoughts have turned to pleasure, that doesn’t matter, either?”
The pink tip of her tongue darted out once more.
“I really don’t think—”
“What about if your mouth goes dry just thinking about being touched by a stranger?” He closed the last inch of space between them, his thighs bumping hers, their hips grazing.
She inhaled sharply and her breasts pressed against him for one pulse-pounding second.
“None of it matters if there’s nothing underneath to hold two people together.” She might have moved to back him up, her hand splaying across his chest, glossy pink nails flexing ever so slightly into his skin.
But she didn’t push him away, perhaps as intrigued by the feel of him as he was by her.
“And how the hell do you know none of it matters?” He cornered her with words since he wouldn’t press her physically. She’d been manhandled already tonight. Damon would be damned if he’d hold a woman who didn’t want him. “Have you ever done any of your research on this so-called superficial level of attraction?”
She blinked up at him, her eyes wide with surprise at the very idea. Or maybe she was just shocked to discover that bumping hips and flirting with a total stranger could be one hell of a good time.
In fact, that same set of circumstances might account for why Damon was suddenly fuzzy on the whys and wherefores of what he wanted to prove to her. Because right now, he could only seem to recall that he wanted her, hot and hungry and flexing her pink fingernails against him.
“My research must be a tad…thin in that area. I don’t date much to start with. And this latest episode was a particular low point. But I think we all experience that impulse to…get close to someone.” She flattened her hand to his chest and rubbed down his abs to his hover above his belt. “I think I’ve ignored that impulse for too long.”
Did she mean it? Or was she leading him on until he was on such a short freaking leash that he would lunge like a rabid dog at the least enticement? If she was an associate of Castine’s out to set him up, he needed to be careful. But, damn it, he’d ignored his own sexual impulses for too long, as well. They seemed to be breathing in the same pheromones.
“I don’t want to catch you on the rebound.” He skimmed his fingers up her arm, feeling the way her skin pebbled as she shivered. “So maybe I’d better let you go.”
He was ready to back off. Hell, he needed to back off.
“I normally play it safe,” she informed him. “But this week, I’m on vacation from my real life.”
He might have responded, but then she wrapped her arms around him and kissed him.
His brain stopped in second gear while the rest of him responded on instinct. Her lips were incredibly soft, the contact the barest brush of her mouth on his as if she was conducting another scientific test, waiting to see how long it took to prompt him into sensual overdrive. When other women had approached him this year, he’d turned them down flat, his interest in dating seriously compromised after Kelly. But he couldn’t find any of that cool indifference now.
He pulled her closer to press her hips to his, chest to chest, belly to belly. If Lacey Sutherland turned out to be a lead, at least she was one that he wouldn’t let go.
Kissing her was a supercharge to his senses, bombarding him with desire for her from every angle. She tasted like sweet rum and her tongue tangled with his for dominance. She arched up on her toes, her body stretched delectably over his.
Her hum of pleasure ratcheted up the heat, a mating call he couldn’t resist after a year of abstaining from women altogether. He hadn’t even been tempted since Kelly, but now his body protested every one of the last 360-some days of restraint.
All at once things turned carnal.
He plunged his hand into her hair, tilting her head to just the right angle. She seemed to melt under his touch, her whole body shifting, heating, accommodating to every adjustment. Blood pulsed through him with new, fiery need, pounding his temples and narrowing his focus to this woman who felt, smelled, tasted so exactly right.
She strained against him as if she couldn’t get close enough. He lifted her, needing her tight against him. She moaned as he backed her into a coconut tree for better leverage. He reached down to the hem of her skirt and, lifting one of her legs, he wrapped it around his waist. The move positioned the hot core of her against the throb between his legs.
For a moment the contact felt exquisite. But that wasn’t enough to quench what he wanted. And she sure as hell didn’t behave like a woman who’d had enough yet. With a squeal, she brought her other leg up and crooked it about his hips, locking her ankles at his waist. Sealing them together.
The sensation was so raw. So dark and primal he didn’t even think about fighting it. Hell, right now, he couldn’t think why he shouldn’t have her. She’d said she was on vacation from real life. Maybe right now so was he.
He pushed up her skirt just enough to reach under with his hands. Her silky thighs quivered at his touch, every inch of her so responsive to him he felt like King-freaking-Midas. Her skin got hotter and hotter as he reached the lace-trimmed leg of her panties.
Hunger ripped through him, her scent making him crazy as he slipped his fingers beneath the lace to touch her. She arched into his hand, pressing herself to him, demanding more.
He traced the slick folds of her feminine flesh, her body already wet and ready for him. Had he done this to her? And she wanted to write it all off as a kind of attraction that didn’t matter?
Determined to make her see things differently, he released her lips to kiss the long, sexy column of her throat. The soft sounds she made, urging him on, had him ready to undo his belt right there. She clutched his shoulders and his hips, clinging to him, and he couldn’t see past her or the moment to slow down.
Instinctively he knew what to do to draw out her response, her slick heat pulsating with need as he stroked her into a gasping, twitching frenzy. He could feel how swollen she was, knew she was so close and—
A light flashed across the beach behind him, casting a blue-white glow on Lacey’s skin for a moment.
“Crap.” Damon stepped away from the tree, steadying Lacey in his arms even though her legs remained locked tight around him. Reason returned to him with the force of a pistol whip to the jaw. What the hell was he doing when he hadn’t even checked this woman out yet?
“What?” Her fingers teased down the back of his neck as she leaned into him again.
“It’s a shore patrol.” The worst possible kind of company while he had a woman—quite possibly a drug runner’s accomplice—backed up against a tree. “The Coast Guard.”
 
LACEY TRIED to blink through the fog of unprecedented lust to figure out what Damon was talking about. Out in the water, she spotted a boat carrying a mounted searchlight making a slow pass along the shoreline where they stood—at least, where Damon stood, while she clung to him as if she hadn’t had a man in years.
She was hanging by a thread, letting her guard down, her inhibitions down and her panties…well, sideways. And he cared what the Coast Guard thought?
“What are they going to do about a little harmless tongue tangling on the beach?” She touched his cheek to encourage his gaze back to her since the man’s neck had craned around at a good hundred-plus degrees.
“Shit.” Strengthening his hold on her, he took off running through the coconut trees and undergrowth as the searchlight began to track back toward them.
His hands gripped her thighs through her dress, her weight seeming like no concern to him as he made impressive time back up the hill toward the bar.
“My laptop!” she protested, holding tight to his shoulders as she ducked her head into his neck. “I left everything down there.”
She didn’t even have her shoes on.
“I’ll go back down and get them when the patrol leaves.” His words weren’t even breathless, as if he carried an extra 120—okay, a fair bit more than that—around with him all the time when he ran.
Which made her wonder…
“Why are we running?” As some common sense started to filter through the lust haze, some of her earlier fears returned. What in the hell was she doing with her legs wrapped around a man she knew nothing about other than that he kissed like a fantasy and hid from military personnel?
“We don’t need the hassle of being questioned by a bunch of overzealous seamen tonight.”
“But we weren’t doing anything wrong.” Although there was that pesky issue of public decency. She wriggled her legs loose as he reached the top of the hill at the end of Café Rosita’s parking lot.
A couple of cab drivers smoked cigarettes on the curb, but neither one paid them any attention. Other than that, the street was quiet except for the pulsing salsa tune that vibrated the ground beneath them.
“Speak for yourself.” He glared out at the searchlight as it traced the beach again.
“Oh my God.” She backed up a step toward the cab drivers, preparing to call for help. “You’re a drug runner.”
His head whipped around and he turned that sexy hot stare of his on her again.
“Hell no.” A grin kicked up one corner of his mouth. “I’ve got to work with those guys. I’ll never hear the end of it if their searchlight catches me with a woman.”
It took a few seconds for the information to sink into a brain that had already switched into panic mode.
“You’re Coast Guard?” She sized up his short hair, that suited a military man just fine, and his Bermuda shorts and wife-beater shirt that didn’t.
“Lieutenant Damon Craig, at your service.” He flashed a military ID under her nose before he grabbed her hand and tugged her back into the relative shelter of coconut trees. “Sorry to give you a scare. A shore patrol would never bust up a couple kissing on the beach, but if they knew it was me—” He shrugged as he gave her a self-deprecating grin. “The guys can be brutal to each other.”
Relief flooded her veins that he wasn’t a bad guy, the adrenaline letdown all the more powerful after being so keyed up for him just minutes ago.
“You’re a military man.” She finally had the answer to her question about what he did for a living.
Shuffling this new bit of information around in her head, she was already pulling together his dating profile. Coast Guard lieutenant and incredible kisser seeks…what? A hot time on the beach with a total stranger? Would he expect a follow-up performance after that kiss? She’d been upset after the way Nicholas treated her, and she’d let that fuel some of her need to get close to Damon.
And oh my, she needed to get out more. She could hardly control herself with the first man she’d kissed in ages.
“There’s an air station at Borinquen, not far from here.” He gestured vaguely with a jerk of his thumb. “Let me go get your laptop and shoes. I’ll give you a ride back to your hotel.”
And because she was tongue-tied and completely out of her element about how to behave with a stranger she’d just let fondle her intimately on a public beach, Lacey nodded mutely.
In no time, he returned with everything she’d left behind, reminders of her purpose here in Puerto Rico. Because even though the date with Nicholas hadn’t worked out, that didn’t mean she’d just sit idle until she lost the competition with Laura. She needed to post exciting new content on her site if she wanted to beat Laura’s visitor numbers. Since she wouldn’t blog about her failed date, she’d have to rely on her Plan B material. She’d get out to explore the singles scene here and blog about it. She’d check and recheck the new compatibility system and hope she could implement it before the month-long competition was over.
“It’s this way.” He pointed the way to his car as he handed over her shoes.
Warily, she brushed as much sand off as she could before strapping on the teal-colored high-heeled sandals that had made her feel so glamorous earlier. Now she felt oddly vulnerable as the night had gotten completely out of hand.
“I can’t.” She straightened, refusing to follow him. “I think I’d better call it a night, Damon.”
He turned, paused and sauntered back toward her. His slow pace made a new tension tighten in her belly. Sure, she still felt the tingle of red-hot awareness that had been kick-started into overdrive on the beach. But now that feeling mingled with wariness because she knew the formidable sway he held over her. She’d never met a man who could raze her barriers the way he had in mere minutes.
For that matter, no man had ever dented her barriers, period. She was an expert about holding back. Ensuring no one ever had enough of her to hurt her.
“I’ve offended you.” He seemed to offer his own explanation for why she refused to ride home with him.
“Of course not.” She reached for her laptop and tugged it gently from his grip. “I just…feel awkward. I’d be more comfortable taking a cab if you would be kind enough to explain to one of those drivers that I need to get to the Hotel Aquadilla.”
Nodding, he finally relinquished her bag and she put it over her shoulder. Having her computer and her phone close by made her feel slightly more in control.
As long as they didn’t kiss again. This man could destroy her willpower with one heavy-lidded look. And, sweet heaven, she couldn’t believe how quickly she’d lost control back on that beach.
“Not a problem. But can you tell me one thing?”
“Ask away.” She didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed that he’d given up on driving her back to the hotel so easily. A ridiculous, contrary notion of course. But her body still throbbed with the unmet need he’d stirred deep inside her. Had he shut off that switch so quickly? Or was he simply better at hiding sexual frustration? She couldn’t imagine how she’d ever fall asleep while images of what might have happened plagued her overheated imagination.
She’d never, ever taken a sexual encounter so far, so fast. She usually had big-time issues with physical intimacy considering her past. Yet with Damon, she’d felt normal. Desirable. And so hot she thought she’d never cool down again.
“Are you still convinced there are rules for attraction?” He reached up to caress her bottom lip ever so softly with his thumb.
The touch distracted her at first, calling to her every overwrought nerve ending and making her lose sight of the question. The effect this man had on her was so far out of her realm of experience that she didn’t know what to do with it. But then, as her eyes drifted half-closed, her brain caught up with her body and she processed the words.
Her eyes flew open.
“Absolutely. I’ve staked a career on it.” Defensiveness crept back, replacing all those feel-good endorphins. Was he challenging her work again?
His hand fell away.
“I thought maybe the kiss convinced you that compatibility isn’t always predictable.” His jaw clenched, the action highlighting the dimple in his chin. “I’m curious about the kind of work you do. I’ve never met a matchmaker before.”
“And I’ve never met a Coast Guard lieutenant who gave me such a hard time about it before.” She smiled to take the bite out of her words. She wasn’t used to pickup lines, and she thought Damon might be angling to see her again.
Something she really shouldn’t allow, as much as her body hummed with pleasure at the very thought. Now that her date with Nicholas had fallen through, she needed to bolster the blog with exciting new content, since she had no personal online dating experience to chronicle, the way she’d hoped when she’d come down here.
“I wonder why you’re so convinced you can predict who’s going to be attracted to whom.” He stared at her, contemplative.
“I can’t. I can only predict compatibility, and attraction doesn’t equal compatibility.” A fact she was quickly recalling the longer she tried to carry on a conversation with him. He was still essentially a stranger even though she’d just let him touch her in ways that made her blush to think about. They didn’t have anything in common besides a case of red-hot lust, apparently. “Thank you for helping me out earlier. Now I’d better find a ride home.”
Brushing past him, she marched toward the cabbies, who seemed to have finished their smoking break and now watched the disagreement unfolding.
Digging in her laptop case, she removed the address for her hotel again and tossed it toward one of the drivers, determined to make herself understood.
“Hotel Aquadilla, por favor.” And, without waiting for him to agree, she marched straight to the back door of the taxi and slid into the seat.
“I’m just saying it can be good to follow your instincts now and then,” Damon called to her from somewhere back in the parking lot, his voice growing closer as if he’d started the trek to his own car.
“Good night, Damon,” she called out the window, catching a glimpse of his square shoulders headed up the street.
Ignoring the tug of regret in her belly, she recalled one of the reasons she’d come to Puerto Rico was to prove to her sister she could have, in Laura’s words, a good time. Aw, hell. Funny to think the man she’d just kissed like there was no tomorrow had also encouraged her to act on instinct.
In light of how exciting their kiss had been, she would say she’d already checked the box on thrills for this vacation. Now she needed to get back to work and figure out why she’d been set up with a dud like Castine.
While that plan made good logical sense, Lacey knew that playing it safe would also mean she’d probably never see Damon Craig again. What if that meant she’d never experience another kiss like the one they’d just shared?
All at once, she had new appreciation for the visitors to her Web site who resisted their smart, compatible matches for the sake of sexual chemistry with someone who was all wrong for them. If nothing else, her night with Damon had made sure she knew exactly how tough it was to walk away from the most delectable of temptations.
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“YOU’VE GOTTA FIND this girl.” Enrique huffed out the words as he pumped iron, his forearm curling a dumbbell twice the size of his head. Veins popped out along his wrist as he worked out next to Damon.
They sat in the base gym on nearby weight benches, the clank of iron muted by the heavy-metal music blaring over a crappy stereo system.
“You think she’s connected to the drug ring?” Damon had wrestled with that possibility all night long.
He hadn’t told Enrique all the dirty details of the night before, but they typically hit the gym at the same time on the weekends and the lieutenant-JG had pushed him for highlights of what had happened after Damon left the bar with Lacey.
It was a topic he hadn’t been eager to revisit. He’d been working damn hard to put her out of his head after he’d done a preliminary background search this morning, and she came up clean.
Hard being the operative word. He’d swum laps in his condo’s pool at 3:00 a.m. in an attempt to cool his jets, but sleep had eluded him until just before sunrise. At which point he’d dreamed about her, his brain supplying an endless variety of scenarios in which they’d finished what they’d started last night.
“What’s wrong with you, man?” Enrique rested his weight for a ten-count before he started his next set of reps. “If I let some innocent chick wander around town, oblivious to the fact that she’d pissed off a drug pusher and possible sexual predator with an ego as big as Texas, I’d like to think you’d tell me to get my head out of my ass.” He paused in his reps. “Sir.”
Damon shook his head, not giving a rip about protocol. Crewing together on an HH65-A “Dolphin” helicopter, they’d been stationed together twice before Borinquen, Damon as a pilot while Enrique served as a rescue swimmer. Their shared time on duty included a three-year stint in Alaska where they’d saved each other’s butts from killer waves, frostbite, broken ice floes, a couple of pirates and one pissed-off polar bear. When no one else was around, Uncle Sam’s rankings didn’t really come into play.
“You think he’d go after someone like her? Someone the whole bar saw him with?” The memory of Nick Castine’s hands on Lacey made his gut burn with surprising heat.
No matter that Damon had done some groping of his own. He hadn’t moved on her against her will.
“You know how these guys are. They build their gangs on an alpha-dog pecking order. Castine sees himself as top of the pack and he wants to make damn sure everyone around him recognizes his dominance. Besides, the jury’s still out on whether he’s a run-of-the-mill sex addict or more of a full-out predator. He could have targeted this girl for more attention either way.”
Damon bit off a ripe curse. He knew Castine’s file as well as Enrique did. Knew about the sidebar on his personal behavior. But since his sexual tendencies hadn’t affected how he dealt drugs so far, the information had remained in the background of the investigation.
Settling a weight bar back into its cradle, he knew Enrique was right. Even if there was a small chance he was right, Damon owed it to Lacey to warn her about Castine.
“How am I going to alert her without compromising our investigation?” He’d been pushing his luck to confront the guy in Rosita’s last night. But then, drug runners and Coasties had been sharing the same port watering holes since the USCG was born, so Damon had told himself it wouldn’t necessarily tip off Castine to the military’s interest in him.
“Tell her it’s a matter of national security. Encourage her to board a plane and get the hell out of town. Or, at the very least, see if she’d consider staying in San Juan while she’s down here.”
That made sense, although after the way Damon had needled her about her career last night, he suspected he wouldn’t have much luck convincing her of anything.
“We didn’t part on the best terms.” Major understatement.
“Big surprise there.” Enrique changed arms with the barbell, his gaze fixed on a petty officer who’d transferred in the week before. The woman claimed a spot on a pull-up bar and proceeded to raise herself in lightning-quick reps.
“What the hell does that mean?”
Damon was edgy after no sleep, but it seemed like Enrique was doing his level best to needle him.
“You’ve lost all charm with the ladies since Kelly left you.” Rolling the barbell aside, Enrique started toward the pull-up bar and then turned back. “But even though you push the chicks away, you gotta ask yourself why you went over to rescue little Miss Muffett last night when I was right there and could have done the deed.”
He shrugged, directing his attention back toward the petty officer as he strode to the other side of the gym.
“That’s because your idea of saving the day is buying a round of drinks for everyone,” Damon called, gathering up his towel as he headed for the showers. “I didn’t think the situation called for peacemaking, savvy?”
But Enrique was already engrossed in conversation with the pull-up queen. Which meant Damon would have to finalize a plan to see Lacey on his own.
“Lost all my charm, my ass,” he muttered as he shoved his way into the locker room, sweat rolling down his forehead and his chest. “She’ll probably be thrilled to see me.”
 
THE LAST PERSON Lacey expected to approach her at her hotel’s poolside bar the next day was Nicholas Castine.
She peered up at him through her pink-rimmed sunglasses, an umbrella drink in one hand as she scrolled through the Connections Web site blog on her laptop with the other.
“Sorry to surprise you, Lacey,” he repeated, smoothing a hand down his silk tie—lavender today. “I won’t stay and certainly don’t want to bother you, but I wanted to apologize in person for my behavior last night.”
“How thoughtful.” She managed a tight smile before returning to the work on her laptop. “I’ll admit I had higher expectations for our date.”
She didn’t plan to let him off the hook easily, still annoyed that her matchmaking profiling system had steered her toward someone who’d treated her the way he had. But then again, because the system had chosen him as one of her top three matches, she was marginally curious to hear what he had to say in his defense. They’d exchanged several pleasant e-mails before arranging to meet. He’d even supplied a lot of great information about the singles’ scene in Puerto Rico for her dating research.
“I realize that. And I guess I had the wrong impression about your expectations since you traveled so far for our date.” He accepted a drink from a waitress wearing khaki shorts and a polo shirt with the hotel name on it. He dropped a sizable bill on her tray but wisely did not try taking a seat on the deck lounger next to Lacey. “I overstepped last night because most women I meet these days—they expect to move quickly.”
She said nothing, unsure how to respond until he clarified that remark. Was he suggesting she’d dressed too provocatively for their date? Or that women in general wanted to jump into bed with him shortly after meeting him? Of course, she had little room to judge him when she’d been quick to speed things along physically with another man last night.…
The memory of Damon Craig’s touch was enough to torch her concentration into smoldering ash. Her eyes lingered on the same line of data on her computer screen, unable to go forward when scintillating snippets from the night before distracted her.
“That’s no excuse, I know,” Nick went on, tipping a short glass of a dark amber liquid to his lips. “But honestly, most women I’ve met online have been looking for hook-ups more than, ah, time to get to know each other.”
He set the glass on a small table between them where she’d rested her cell phone and her purse, looking ready to leave. And she was more than happy to see him go since she had zero tolerance for manhandling losers.
But that was in her personal life. In her professional life, she could at least afford to set aside her distaste for the man long enough to give him the third-degree on what he’d entered in his matchmaking profile.
“Wait.” The man represented the most significant dating research she’d done down here, and if she wanted to launch a public version of her new dating-software service when she returned this month—and keep her sister from wiping her off the Web during this contest—she needed to know about any bugs in the system.
“Yes?” He still kept that polite distance, the excess of personal space assuring her he wouldn’t touch her.
“Have you been using Connections exclusively?”
She hated the idea that her company’s matchmaking site had been invaded by singles who wanted to transplant the bar scene experience to their online dating. At that rate, she wasn’t doing any more than pimping people out for sex.
Eeeww.
“Shh.” He lifted a finger to his lips, smiling through the shushing as he sat down on a lounger nearby. “Using a matchmaking service is nothing I advertise. But I travel so much that it has become more difficult to meet women. And yes, I’ve only worked with Connections.”
She wanted to ask him how he’d tricked her system into thinking he was so great when he was a touch-happy groper, and then decided maybe she didn’t have enough professional determination for this little interview after all. She wanted him gone.
But then he leaned closer and lowered his voice.
“You know, since you and I didn’t work out, I’m trying something new to meet people at the end of the week. It’s like a ship-wide speed-dating event on a party barge that leaves out of Rincon Friday night.” He pulled a pair of shades out of his jacket pocket and slid them onto his nose. “If you want, I can look up the details and leave them at the front desk if you’re interested.”
“No, thanks.” She kept her tone clipped. And she folded her laptop to end the conversation.
“Lacey.” A second man’s voice startled her, the tone instantly recognizable from over her shoulder. “May I have a word with you? Alone?”
Damon Craig strode into view, his six-foot frame clad in a pair of cargo pants and a T-shirt. He wore a long-sleeve blue dress shirt unbuttoned and rippling in the breeze. He cast a hard stare at Nicholas, a silent testosterone war flaring up between them.
“Of course,” she replied easily, determined to douse the he-man strutting before it got out of control. “Nick, thanks for stopping by.”
To her relief, the other man nodded, his eyes fixing on her instead of Damon Craig, who’d just strode into their conversation uninvited.
Did he think she was going to melt in his arms again like the night before? Indignation stiffened her spine at the memory of how easily she’d let herself be carried away.
“Once again, you have my apologies. I’ll drop off that information to you later in the week in case you change your mind.” Without a word to Damon, the American businessman departed, attracting admiring glances from every woman within fifty feet of him.
Women who didn’t know about his air of entitlement or his assumption that every female around wanted to sleep with him.
Still, her outrage at Castine’s nerve didn’t compare to her surprise at seeing Damon again. The indefinable appeal of the Coast Guard lieutenant had not diminished overnight, had not suffered for their abrupt goodbye. Her whole body hummed with vital awareness of his even though he stood some ten feet distant.
“What information?” He swung on her without prelude, stalking closer. “I can’t believe you’re even talking to that guy after how he treated you last night.”
Lowering himself into the deck lounger beside her, Damon’s long legs sprawled against the wooden slats of her chair.
“Hello to you, too.” Her gaze darted to his hands and she experienced a vivid flashback to those long fingers gliding up her thigh. The memory was so good it hurt, especially since it hadn’t culminated in the ultimate payoff.
“Lacey, I mean it.” He leaned forward, his big, buffed shoulders blocking out anything and everything but him from her line of sight. “What did that guy want with you?”
Remembering now exactly what she hadn’t liked about this guy she took a deep breath and prepared to tell him where to get off.
“He came to apologize, which is more than I can say for you.” Swiveling away from him, she slid her feet back into her high-heeled espadrille sandals and retrieved her laptop.
“Wait.” Damon’s command fell on deaf ears. But then he touched her and all bets were off.
It was just a gentle brush of his fingers along her shoulder, a skim of hot male warmth against the thin gauze tunic she wore to cover her bathing suit. But it damn near short-circuited her brain.
“I really need to talk to you in private.” His deep, masculine voice sent a shiver over her skin, the sound pooling pleasantly at the base of her spine. “Please.”
By the time he deployed the operative word of good manners she was toast anyhow.
“I can’t be alone with you.” She risked a glance over her shoulder and found his face too close to hers, too much in kissing range.
“We can go to your room.” He stood, drawing her to her feet with a hand under her elbow before he released her again. “I’ll even promise to keep my hands to myself, okay?”
She halted there, uncertain of herself, of him, of what the hell she was thinking to let him join her in a hotel suite surrounded by a tropical paradise. But he was already taking her laptop case and waiting for her to head back inside.
For three measured heartbeats she stalled. Hoped she hadn’t taken leave of her senses. Damon Craig had no place in this vacation—dating him wouldn’t be the blog publicity stunt she’d hoped would drive more traffic to Connections and the new online dating program she’d developed.
“Lacey?” He turned to check on her progress, impatience evident in the tense line of his shoulders.
She wasn’t frightened of him in the least, so she could hardly use that as an excuse to avoid him. If anything, she was simply afraid of her response to him, more powerful than any chemistry she’d ever had with a man. Still, if she could pinpoint what drew her to him…
She would increase her level of empathy with her Web site clients, that was for damn sure. Maybe her whole career would improve if she came off her island a little more often to remember what dating was like. She could only push her matchmaking expertise for so long as a single woman before clients would wonder why she couldn’t find a good match for herself.
Was she totally justifying her desire to spend more time with the übersexy Coast Guard lieutenant? Probably. But how could she resist the only man she’d ever met who made her feel sensual, desirable and not in the least afraid to test her wings in the sex department? After growing up insecure and overweight, it had taken years to feel good about herself.
Damon advanced on her, his expression closed, the set to his jaw broadcasting frustration.
“I’m coming,” she assured him, hurrying his way. Her new plan filled her with excitement, a bubble of sexual eagerness floating along her skin with a barely there caress. She let her eyes wander over Damon and then lowered her voice. “Or at least I will be soon.”
 
SEX WAS ON HIS MIND again.
Nick Castine lingered in the shadows of the hotel lobby, watching another predator scoop up the tasty little morsel he’d left behind. Lacey Sutherland had been a coup for him—a testament to the sheer genius of his new method of finding women to feed sexual needs that had blown out of control in the past six months.
Watching her now, Nick allowed the frustration to burn inside him. It had been simple enough to slide his profile into the Connections matchmaking program. Their security was outdated. His picture—under three revolving aliases—would now show up as a potential match for twenty-five percent of women who used the site. His profile was variable, skewing to mirror the woman’s.
But he’d messed up on his date with Lacey. He’d recognized early on that she was a more traditional female, using Connections to meet men interested in long-term relationships. But he’d been high on life last night, psyched about his quick success rigging the dating-service site and flush with money from a recent lucrative deal. He’d moved too fast, allowing the beast inside him too much rein when she would have come willingly enough if he’d given her more time.
Or a potent cocktail laced with the drugs that made his addictions so damn much fun.
Now she was sidled up to the clean-cut dude who had to be a cop or a military man. And she looked all too freaking happy about it. Nick definitely wouldn’t tap that ass now without some medicinal aids. Or brute force.
Both of which appealed to him, especially since the bitch had the nerve to call him a lowlife in public. He used to be able to control his urges better. But his addiction had grown so strong that he would have women any way he could get them. He thought about sex constantly, his only relief coming in the few days or sometimes the few hours after an encounter with someone new.
Arranging big-money deals didn’t even distract him anymore unless he knew he would be using some of the drugs for recreational use. For paralyzing some tender young female into doing whatever he said and serving his sexual demands for as long as he wished.
No doubt that’s how he’d convince Lacey Sutherland to spread her long, luscious legs for him. Her conscious mind might prefer G.I. Joe, but with a few chemical additives, Nick would teach her.
Walking out of the lobby toward the parking lot, he began planning their next encounter. After the way she’d rejected him, he needed to have Lacey in order to clear his mind of her. With the biggest shipment of his career to orchestrate this week, Nick couldn’t afford any mental distractions.
That meant the sooner he found a way to bang the blonde, the better.
 
SMILING WOMEN made him twitchy.
In Damon’s experience, that meant they were up to something, hiding something. Of course, a woman like Lacey invited suspicion anyhow. She was traveling alone and meeting in secluded corners of the island with a suspected drug runner. Plus Damon was wildly attracted to her, which made him wary as hell.
The last time he’d gotten hot and bothered about a woman, she’d followed him to the Aleutian Islands, then had fallen in love with some criminal, following him to Tucson while Damon hauled fishermen out of the Atlantic. She’d called the moving company while he was in the E.R. for hypothermia, in fact.
So yeah, Lacey’s cat-who-swallowed-the-canary expression had him flipping out a little bit. He really should just tell her what he needed to and leave. But if Castine was already showing up at her hotel, he had to help her protect herself.
“My room’s right here.” She gestured to the left where the ocean-view accommodations must be. Real estate wasn’t cheap in Puerto Rico, but he knew the waterfront space wasn’t bank-breaking, either.
Damon watched her as she withdrew her room key, his skin heating up at the simple, intimate act of a woman letting a man into her hotel room. An act of trust he promised himself he would be worthy of.
He intended to take that “no touching” thing seriously.
“Sorry to call you away from the pool.” He held the door wide for her as she walked in first, tossing her keys on a TV stand at the foot of a king-size bed.
The room wasn’t palatial, but it was big. Simple white cotton covered the bed in a crisp spread, the numerous pillows all white. A bud vase held a few branches from native plants. The brilliant greens, yellows and oranges seemed all the brighter for the white stucco walls and lack of other decor. But that was Puerto Rico. You could plant toothpicks and harvest plants like these in a year’s time. It was a far cry from Air Station Kodiak where a handful of scrappy pine trees were all that could weather the winters.
“It’s okay.” She dumped her purse in a nearby leather chair and stepped out of her heels, her toenails painted bright fuchsia today. “I probably got enough sun anyhow.”
She arched up on her toes for a long, catlike stretch, her back bowing slightly as she yawned and reached a hand up toward the ceiling. The lush display of feminine curves made his mouth go dry, her gauzy cover-up falling open to reveal amazing breasts.
They were high and perfectly proportioned. A delicious mouthful.
“So what did you want to talk to me about…” She still had that mysterious smile on her face and he wondered if she’d caught him ogling her. Not that she looked terribly upset about it. “…in private?”
She twirled one end of the golden braid that served as a belt for her white cover-up. Looking up at him through her inky lashes, he knew damn well she was flirting with him but he didn’t know why. She’d been the one to pull away last night, getting all prickly when she thought he’d dismiss her work.
“It’s about Nick Castine.” He barreled ahead with the mission at hand, unwilling to sit idle in a boat taking on water. He’d tell her what he came here for and that would alter her mood in a hurry. “I have reason to believe he’s involved in illegal activities.”
Her head came up then. No more coy looks. Nick’s shady connections were no big secret to anyone from around here. If she was on the take, he’d just alerted her to their investigation. But if she was a naive tourist to the island, then he was saving her from a hell too horrible to contemplate. He couldn’t risk letting her fall into that if there was the least chance she was innocent.
“Other than the occasional ill-advised bar grope?”
A breeze filtered through the open French doors, lifting the hem of her cover-up a fraction of a degree and stirring some kind of tropical scent. Whether it was flowers or perfume, he couldn’t say. He could say her thighs would tempt a saint.
“Well beyond.” He forced his gaze back to hers. “I can’t go into detail since I’m privy to sensitive military intelligence and we have a good inside track on local bad guys. But I thought you should know in case you were able to rearrange your travel plans. I’d advise switching hotels.”
Her jaw dropped for a moment, and he could tell he’d frightened her—a condition he simultaneously regretted and celebrated. The sooner she got out of Aquadilla, the better.
“Are we talking violent crime?” Her hand came up to her neck, her fingers gently tugging at the deep vee of her cover-up.
“It’s my personal experience that violent crime runs hand in hand with the kinds of offenses he may be committing.”
Nodding, she released the neckline of the filmy garment she wore.
“Thank you for the warning. I’ll definitely make a hotel transfer. I need to do some research back in San Juan anyhow.” She bit her lip, her eyes alighting on the laptop near her bed.
“Would you like some help packing?” He looked around the neat hotel room, thinking he could have her transplanted safely to the city before nightfall. He’d be back on base in no time, his Good Samaritan duties fulfilled. His instincts told him she was honest, no matter that her connection to Castine was incriminating. And following his gut had saved his ass plenty of times before, so he tended to trust those instincts now.
“Are you always this controlling?” She tilted her head to one side, as if she couldn’t quite figure him out.
“I don’t call it controlling to look out for someone else’s safety.”
“And I appreciate your coming here to tell me about Nicholas. But now you want to help pack. Yesterday you wanted to do my job for me and prove that no laws govern attraction.” She stepped closer to him. Crowding him. “I’d say that’s a man who needs to be in charge all the time.”
He didn’t move a muscle as she walked her hands up his chest, then smoothed them along his shoulders. Her silky touch distracted him when he should be getting her out of here. He had a mission to lead. A unit waiting for him to fly the next segment of surveillance over the Pacific in search of whatever watercraft Castine was using to transport his cargo this time.
“Some people are predisposed to taking charge.” He looked down at her plump red lips and wondered how much harm it would do to kiss her again. Was she hell-bent on compatibility? Or would she settle for hot sex? Then again, he was feeling damn compatible with her right about now.
“Some people are also predisposed to arrogance.” Shifting her hips, she brushed against his. “And thinking they know what’s best for everyone else.” She insinuated one slender thigh between his legs.
His pulse spiked. And no matter what mission was waiting for him back on base, this mission with her had moved into code-red terrain.
“I bet I know what’s best for you right now.” He quit holding back, knowing he wasn’t going to get out of this room without addressing the heat between them. “Too bad I promised not to touch you, or else I’d be giving you exactly that.”
“You see?” She lifted an eyebrow, all feminine wile and sexual challenge. “You’re so convinced you know what I need when you don’t know at all.”
She reached down and tugged the belt of her cover-up out of the loops. Then, dangling the gold braided leather in front of him, she let the weight swing like a pendulum.
“You want something kinky?” he asked. He couldn’t imagine what she hoped to accomplish by presenting him with a leather belt, but he didn’t think he could play S & M games, even for a woman who turned him on as much as Lacey did.
Then again…
“Of course not.” She lowered the belt and lightly rubbed it across his wrist. “I want to show you that you don’t need to be in charge all the time.”
His brain took a minute to catch up with his body since he was already envisioning the things he could do to her with the skinny strap. When he finally processed the comment, he couldn’t resist a laugh.
“You think that’s gonna hold me back?” Need for her fired through him, fierce, hot and fast. “I’ve got news for you, sweetheart. The only thing holding me back from you right now is a promise, and my word has a hell of a lot more power over me than any bond you could ever come up with to hold me down.”
Her lips pulled into a soft frown, a lush pout that tempted him to taste her.
“It’s up to you, Lacey. I can keep my word and leave. Or you can release me from it and I’ll make you too delirious with pleasure to care that I am very much in charge here.”
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“THOSE ARE some high expectations to live up to.” Lacey’s knees had, in fact, turned to Jell-O somewhere in the middle of his taunt as they stood in her hotel room.
Delirious with pleasure?
Sign her on. She’d been totally out of her element when she’d implied she might tie him to the bed, but something about Damon Craig made her at ease. She didn’t just feel excited. She felt safe with him. The man oozed “protector” from every pore. And, yeah, maybe knowing that made her indulge a side of herself she’d been stifling for years.
“Does that mean yes?” His pulse picked up visibly along the thick column of his neck and she wondered what it would feel like to place her lips over that very spot.
“That means you’d better come with a money-back guarantee if you don’t deliver.” Her whole body hummed in anticipation, a warm buzz playing along her skin as she waited for his touch.
He still didn’t move. His chest raised and lowered with the force of deep breaths, but other than that, he waited as if he had all the time in the world.
“Lacey.” His brown eyes narrowed. “Answer the question.”
The tension was almost unbearable. The waiting. The wanting. The knowledge that he would deliver. God, she didn’t doubt it for a second, even though she liked teasing him.
She opened her lips and found her mouth too dry to speak.
Licking her lips and tasting cherry gloss, she tried again.
“Yes. Touch me.”
She expected to be overpowered. Backed into the bed. Stripped in a matter of moments. None of which she would have minded. But he didn’t do any of those things.
Instead, he tunneled under her open cover-up and wrapped his arms around her. He lifted her up with muscled ease, sliding her body against his so she got the full impact of how much he wanted her. Only when he had her at eye level, her feet dangling an inch or two above the floor, did he kiss her.
His mouth brushed hers gently at first, his lips soft and warm as he pushed hers apart. Normally she was so wary with men. Normally it took them three dates to score even a kiss. But there was something about Damon that overrode her caution and tapped into a fearsome desire she’d never experienced.
He slipped his tongue inside, lavishing hers with long, aching strokes that awakened her every nerve ending. Her fingers gripped his shirt, tangling in the fabric as she fought to withstand the onslaught of intense physical need. His tongue dueled with hers for supremacy until her belly knotted with tension and the sensations made her ache between her thighs.
Arching against him, she urged him closer, already envisioning what that stroke of his tongue would feel like on her breasts. Beneath her bikini bottom. She squirmed at the thought, ready for more. She’d had all the buildup she could take last evening on the beach. Between that round of foreplay and the sex they’d had in her dreams all night, she was primed for him in no time.
“Damon.” She pulled his shirt up his back, hitching it on her fingernails and dragging it higher. “Please.”
He obliged her by gripping her thighs and wrapping her legs around his waist in a delicious reprise of the night before. Maybe he’d been thinking about what they’d done on the beach as much as she had.
The bulge in his trousers pressed hard against her, and she thought she’d go crazy if she didn’t get him more naked soon. With a sweep of her hand, she pulled his shirt the rest of the way off, letting the blue silk float to the floor. She never quit kissing him, but she didn’t have to see him to know she’d just uncovered a primo bod. The way he held her effortlessly proved his strength, honed through military training. And the way the plank of his abs met the ripped muscle of his pecs told her hands all she wanted to know.
“I dreamed about this,” he told her, breaking the kiss to stare at her with eyes turned so dark they were almost black. “All night.”
“Lucky you, at least you got some sleep.” She bent to kiss the indentation centered on his square chin. “I was too keyed up to close my eyes.”
She wondered if she should be more guarded with him, but she didn’t know how. Her emotions were too stirred up, her senses too overloaded for her to practice her usual restraint.
She reached for his belt, but he cupped her jaw, halting her as he tipped her chin up to look at him.
“It’s been a long time for me.” His voice had turned gravel harsh, the sound of a man holding himself back. “This first time might get a little out of control.”
His eyes glittered with the promise of wicked delights. Intense satisfaction.
“Not as long as it’s been for me.” Sex had been scarcely more plentiful than her vacations. “I’m more than ready, I promise.”
She unfastened his belt as she spoke, freeing the buckle and tugging the leather loose until she found the button for his pants.
She never had the chance to undo it.
He spun her around and strode toward the bed, his long legs making quick work of the bedroom floor. Swinging her down to the white coverlet on the mattress, Damon stood over her. She released his hips, her gaze fastened on his bronzed chest in the muted sunlight filtering through the sheer curtains.
He was an incredible-looking man. Imposing in his masculinity. Fierce in his aspect. No angel’s touch of a dimple could detract from the molten fire in his gaze as he unzipped.
Some last strain of cool reason in her head made her reach for the nightstand drawer and pull out the box of condoms she’d bought at the airport. A little vacation wishful thinking.
Stretching out over her, he reached for the box and took the package from her. Every cell inside her responded, his flesh singeing her wherever their bodies met. Their eyes locked for a two-count, whiskey-amber and sea-blue.
The box fell on the bed somewhere beside her ear, but he didn’t open it yet. She couldn’t process any more than that since his mouth landed on her neck, the wet stroke of his tongue up her throat sending her halfway to orgasm without even trying.
A shudder racked her, tension tightening inside while Damon’s chest brushed hers. Hard muscle pressed soft curves, her breasts aching for more. She shifted wordlessly beneath him, arching her back to increase the friction between them. His low growl acknowledged her but he didn’t hurry the slow slide of his tongue south. Impatient, she reached behind her neck to untie the top of her bikini.
Damon felt the straps to Lacey’s bathing suit loosen and knew he’d run out of time. The woman played with fire so relentlessly he had no choice but to follow the glide of nylon down her skin.
She tasted like sunscreen and coconut, her skin glistening with oil and a new tan. Tan lines. The paler skin around her breasts stood out in the dim room, highlighting the taut pink nipples standing at attention.
Heat flooded him, firing his hands with the need to get her naked. The need to be inside her. Capturing one nipple between his teeth, he rolled the crest along his tongue, drawing hard on her. She whimpered her approval, winding her arms around his neck while he yanked off the rest of her bathing suit top.
The fabric disappeared with satisfying swiftness, leaving her clad in a cover-up that didn’t cover much of anything and a bathing suit bottom tied in little bows at her hips. He made quick work of the ties, freeing her from the rest of the dark nylon suit.
Allowing a scant minute to admire the view, he inhaled the fragrance of her. She reached for him, her hands parting the fabric of his boxers before he could get his clothes all the way off.
Didn’t matter. Right now, all he cared about was burying himself inside this woman. Her fingers glided over the tip of him, driving him insane with silky strokes where his flesh burned hot.
He kissed her as he returned to the condom box, needing that connection with her while he delayed the deeper union he craved. She was sweet and responsive as he fumbled with the foil packet. He tore the package with one hand before reaching up to free the protection with the other.
“Let me,” she whispered, scraping away the silky blond curls from her face as she plucked at the condom.
He held it fast.
“I’m in charge, remember? And twenty hours of foreplay is too long.” He worked the condom on with one hand and cupped her mound with the other.
“Then hurry,” she urged, tilting her hips into his. “I need—”
He found the swollen flesh between her legs and stroked, cutting off her plea. She held herself very still as he circled the tight nub at her core. Her breath rasped in his ear, the soft puffs of air heating his cheek.
“I know what you need,” he assured her, feeling the coiled tension inside her. She was so close to the edge, her face frozen in a mask of rapt anticipation. Pleasure.
He’d never met a woman so easy to read. So responsive that every touch felt combustible. Hell, he’d been hovering on the brink of release for hours himself.
“Damon.” She called his name, her eyebrows furrowed. Concentrating. “Damon, please.…”
The rush of her orgasm shook her, rocking her whole body in a paroxysm of movement. She arched back, taut as a bow.
A high, keening cry filled the room, the sound of her pleasure piercing his chest and rolling right through him. He didn’t wait another second, plunging into her while the aftershocks rocked her. The lush contractions squeezed him, making him grit his teeth against the lure of her body.
Her fingers flexed around his shoulders, her nails raking his skin in a welcome counterpoint to the tight grip of her feminine muscles all around him. He drove his hips deeper, seating himself all the way inside her before withdrawing just enough to start all over again. The rhythm felt elemental, necessary, as if he’d been waiting for this moment from the second he’d laid eyes on her.
She wrapped her legs around him, her smooth thighs pinning his hips tight. He rolled to his side, giving her more room to maneuver without relinquishing a single inch of the connection binding them together. Her cries had turned to soft moans interspersed with incoherent pleas, a litany of sexy murmurs that made him crazy.
Sweat beaded along his forehead, and his back burned with the effort to forestall the inevitable. He wanted to reach between them and stroke another orgasm from her before he came, but his time was running out fast. Between her nails in his shoulders, her thighs vise-locking him and her throaty demands for more, Damon couldn’t hold back another second.
Heat rushed through him with a primal surge of possessiveness, a wave of release that tossed him around more thoroughly than any rogue ship in rough waters. He wrapped Lacey close, squeezing her to his chest as the force of his completion shuddered through him.
He might damn well have lost consciousness. He sure as hell couldn’t move, a kind of sex-paralysis leaving his brains scrambled and his chest heaving like a racehorse after a hard run. He waited for some semblance of brain activity to return, watching Lacey’s face.
Beside him on the king-size mattress and swimming in a sea of white linens, she appeared as dazed as him. Her cheeks flushed and her lips swollen from his kisses, she looked like a woman who’d just had incredible sex. Her blue eyes held a dreamy, far-off expression that made him wonder what she was thinking about. Was she already counting the ways he’d thrown off her dating profile? Or would she simply accept the joys of a vacation fling with someone wholly inappropriate?
Long moments passed before she finally spoke.
“Damon?”
“Hmm?” His attention snapped back to her face and he realized she’d lost that dreamy look.
“Do you really think I need to change hotels?” Worry crept into her voice.
She was thinking about Castine? The notion stirred an unexpected anger. Aw, hell. Make that jealousy.
He hated the idea of her wasting ten seconds thinking about another guy. Especially a dirtball that Damon knew damn well was running drugs into the States. The same kinds of drugs that had turned Damon’s ex into an addict.
“It pays to be safe when you’re dealing with a criminal.” He untwined himself from her on the rumpled hotel mattress, needing some distance for a conversation that he hoped would be brief.
“Although he’s not a proven felon yet, right?” Straightening, she pulled the sides of her cover-up together, shielding herself with the big white shirt. “Just an alleged criminal?”
“You’re defending this guy?” He blinked his way out of the feel-good endorphin fog to make sense of what she was saying.
“Absolutely not. It’s just demoralizing enough that my compatibility system chose a touch-happy jerk for me. Now I have to accept that the profiling also paired me with someone who might have violent tendencies and no ethics.”
He couldn’t understand her fast shift from sex to Castine, but told himself that at least she wasn’t reading anything into what they’d just shared. Damon had been afraid she’d try and rope him into a deeper relationship that he wasn’t ready for, but that hardly seemed to be something he needed to worry about. If anything he was more offended at how she could seemingly write off what had just happened without a backward glance.
“That’s right. It’s all about the profile for you, isn’t it?”
“I’m a sociologist. I’m always interested in what motivates people to make choices in life.” Shrugging, she retrieved the tie to her cover-up—the one she’d threatened to tie him up with—and threaded it around her waist. “I chose a career that lets me put those interests to work.”
“So what are you going to do in town now that your dating prospect fell through?” He picked up his shirt and shoved his arms through the sleeves. “Did you leave any time in your schedule for a few days at the beach?”
Her eyes followed him as he dressed, the visual caress making him hot for her all over again.
“Yes. But since I can’t blog about my dating experiences here, I decided to blog about the local singles scene in Puerto Rico for a special feature. I thought I’d try to visit some unusual places to draw extra traffic.”
“Ah.” He hated the idea of her hitting the nightspots on her own. What if Castine followed her? “For a woman who’s no stranger to the clubs, I’m surprised you didn’t know a few tricks for getting away from Castine’s octopus hold last night.”
“I didn’t think I’d need to break out the jujitsu for a date that went through the system.” She slid off the bed and retrieved a silver hairbrush from a nightstand.
“The all-mighty dating computer knows best,” he muttered, stepping into his loafers.
“Could you be any more skeptical?”
“Not with my job.” Buckling his belt, he met her clear blue gaze. “In my line of work I tend to see the worst side of human nature. The pirates and drug runners. The human traffickers. So I can’t understand why an intelligent woman would take it on faith that some blind date she meets on foreign terrain is going be on the up-and-up. If you ask me, the only kind of guy who would use a service like that is looking for someone vulnerable anyhow.”
“Excuse me?” She set down her hairbrush, her body going still inside the gauzy white cover-up she’d managed to keep on the whole time they’d been rolling around the bed.
Damon sensed the indignation in her voice, but he’d never hidden who he was, and he wouldn’t start for the sake of a woman who left her dating decisions to the auspices of an electronic device.
“Face it, Lacey. The guys who hit up the dating services can’t meet women on their own because they can’t conform to the traditional system. They don’t have the finesse or the patience to work through a woman’s natural support systems of family and friends, so they take the easy way out and wait for a woman to be handed to them. That’s the lazy approach. And if you ask me, that kind of guy isn’t in it for meaningful conversation. He’s there for a quick hook-up.”
“I can’t believe I just slept with a man who thinks so little of what I do.” She fisted her hands and jammed them onto her hips, her body radiating pissed-off tension. “Actually, you’re the only man I’ve slept with shortly after meeting, and I didn’t meet you through a matchmaking service. As far as I can tell, that makes you the lazy one looking for an easy hook-up, not the guys I’ve been paired with by the computer who actually share things in common with me.”
“Lacey—”
She lifted a hand to halt any interruption. Apparently she was only just warming up.
“No. I want you to hear me out. I came here to test out a new matchmaking system and I found a big freaking flaw, so I can hardly stand here and say my program is perfect. But I can tell you that I put it in place in an effort to avoid confrontations like this, where two people who don’t understand each other at all are faced with wading through an awkward postcoital conversation because they jumped into a relationship based on absolutely nothing more than sexual attraction.”
The fire in her eyes defied him to argue the point.
And really, how could he? He couldn’t explain what drew them together any better than she could.
“Fair enough.” He hated walking away from her like this, but he didn’t know what to say, and he’d already done what he came here to do—ensure she knew to stay away from Castine. “For what it’s worth, I think attraction occurs for a reason. Sometimes it’s an indication that two people have things in common under the surface of sexual chemistry.”
She quirked an eyebrow, standing her ground by the watercolor painting of a local seascape.
“But there has to be some effort by both parties to do that, don’t you think? It’s tough to find common ground when both sides come out swinging.”
Had he done that?
He didn’t want to think he’d pushed her away just for the hell of it—or for reasons he didn’t really understand. But since he wasn’t looking for a relationship anyhow and it never paid to let emotions get tangled up in anything work related, the wisest course of action would be to get out of her room before he did something incomprehensible like get her naked all over again.
Strangely, the impulse was there even while the air crackled with fighting words.
“Let me know if you need anything while you’re down here.” He brushed a quick kiss across her lips and then slowed himself, needing one last taste of her.
She pulled away. Cool. Ticked off.
“You’d better go.”
“You’ll find more nightlife in San Juan anyhow,” he returned, trying to convince himself as much as her. He drew back, knowing a rebuff when he saw it.
Just as well, right?
But no matter how much space he put between him and Lacey Sutherland, he wouldn’t be able to truly walk away until he knew for sure she was safe from whatever Nicholas Castine had in mind.
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IF LACEY HAD BEEN a romantic, she might have thought the world seemed more beautiful in the wake of sex with Damon Craig. But it was only her body that felt marvelous in the aftermath.
Her brain? Not so much.
Her practical nature told her that the world was more beautiful today because she sat on one of the most gorgeous beaches on the globe on an island that boasted an average temperature of eighty-three degrees at this time of year. So the turquoise water sparkling in a protected natural pool at her feet was simply a product of fortuitous climate and geographical conditions. And the small rock formations that created the pool were merely a lovely happenstance that buffered Playa del Vega Baja from the Atlantic’s enthusiastic waves.
She dug her toes deeper in the sand and told herself that it was nature making her skin flush with pleasure under the warm sun and sensitizing her erogenous zones to the caress of tropical breezes filtering through the nearby palm trees. It didn’t have one damn thing to do with Damon Craig.
Or so she fervently hoped.
She would be going back home in a few days, while the hot lieutenant would remain stationed right here. Too far away for a relationship that she hadn’t been looking for anyhow.
Forcing her thoughts back to her planned visits to singles bars, Lacey worked on unique angles for each of the upcoming blog articles. Without knowing what the clubs had to offer, she wasn’t sure what direction her content would take. But she hoped to touch on a gamut of issues for everyone from the romantics to the bedroom thrill seekers, all of whom converged on the singles scene every night. She needed something compelling since her idea for tracking her personal dating progress with Nicholas had fallen through in a big way.
A wet dog ran past her on the beach, a stick in its mouth from a game of fetch with its owner. Lacey watched it lay the prize at a young man’s feet and thought about calling her sister.
Laura had become Lacey’s counterpoint in her career, with a more free-wheeling perspective on dating that directly opposed hers and kept their debates lively. They’d always had a strained relationship, but the recent competition had made things both better and worse as the stakes had increased. Sure, they had a lot to discuss, but there were only so many paying clients to fuel both their businesses.
Somehow, Lacey didn’t think the current dynamic was healthy for a sister-sister relationship any more than it would be good for a male-female relationship, but to bow out of the month-long contest now would make her look like a poor sport, since no one could deny she was coming up short in the satisfaction surveys.
Lacey was no closer to figuring out that X factor missing from her matchmaking program, the layer of chemistry that attracted people in addition to making them practical life partners. She had hoped her time in a hotel room with Damon Craig would teach her all she needed to know, but in spite of experiencing the heady stuff to the nth degree, she was no closer to pinning down the components for physical attraction.
People called it “chemistry” but there didn’t seem to be one damn scientific thing about it.
“Would you like to buy a necklace, señora?”
A heavily accented voice startled Lacey from her thoughts and she turned to find a slim Puerto Rican woman with a knapsack on her shoulder and a fistful of simple, handmade jewelry.
“Um…” Lacey hesitated, tempted to buy something if only for the sake of distracting herself from her failing work and her frequent thoughts of Damon Craig. “I guess I’d better not.”
The woman removed a pair of oversize sunglasses from her tanned face. “You are surrounded by beauty here. Why not remind yourself of your trip with something equally pretty?”
She lifted the fistful of semiprecious stones strung on leather thongs in a variety of colors. Turquoise and quartz mingled with shells and coral.
“I’m not really here on vacation,” Lacey reasoned, thinking she’d already approached her trip to Puerto Rico a little too self-indulgently.
Memories of being pinned beneath a sexy Coastie fired across her synapses, burning the backs of her eyeballs with their heat.
The woman selling jewelry smiled. Kneeling down, she tucked the trinkets aside and settled herself in the sand.
“Then you have not discovered Puerto Rico.” She extended her arm and made a sweeping gesture toward the pristine beach and brilliant, aquamarine water. “You have come to paradise, señora. Do not leave our shores without letting it touch you.”
Lacey stilled inside for a moment, surprised to be taken to task by the jewelry woman. Determined to get back to her work in peace, Lacey reached for the merchant’s necklaces. Maybe a purchase of something would quiet the pithy wisdom that echoed the same damn thing she’d heard from both her sister and Damon.
There were shells and beads, stones and little vials that appeared to contain powder or—blood? No. Probably some kind of herbal concoction to keep away bad spirits or some such. If she asked about it, the woman would surely launch into a long explanation. So Lacey picked up a pretty, simple piece that looked like a smooth, white rock.
“How about one of the white ones. How much for that?” She’d glimpsed the type of stone before, but had automatically denied herself, since she really wasn’t a jewelry person. Her looks leaned more toward the average side and somehow, adorning herself with girly accessories had always struck her as a kind of false advertising.
“It is white turquoise. For you, twenty dollars.” The slender woman picked through the necklaces, her fingers covered in silver rings. She wore a simple black tank top and jeans in spite of the heat. Her forearms were inked with intricate tattoos wherever her long hair didn’t shield her skin.
“I’ll take one.” Lacey dug into her leather laptop bag, which she’d converted into a beach tote for the day. Bypassing her sunscreen and PDA, she found her wallet and withdrew a twenty.
“Gracias.” The wandering saleslady took the bill but hesitated before handing over the necklace. “You will wear this and think of Puerto Rico, no?”
Lacey stifled a sigh. She’d surely remember the way a total stranger had swept her off her feet in ten seconds flat, making her whole life’s work feel like a lie. How could she have had more dating success based on fate than on her new Connections system? The notion rankled even as it fueled her determination to do better. To put her years of study to work helping her clients.
“I will remember,” she promised, ducking while the woman’s ringed fingers lifted the necklace over Lacey’s head to drop the brown leather thong into place.
“Good. I am Tatiana and if you ever return to the beach, I will make you a special necklace. Just for you.” Rising to her feet, she plucked a small stone from a velvet pouch at her hip and handed it to Lacey. “This is my gift to you. A thank-you for buying my necklace. It is for good luck.”
Lacey took the stone, a shiny bit of uncut quartz.
“I could use some good luck.” She settled the stone on her beach blanket beside her and then tightened the leather thong on her necklace to shorten the cord. “Thank you, Tatiana.”
“De nada. May paradise bring you many blessings.” Smiling like a high priestess bestowing a benediction, the woman nodded before walking away, her flip-flops kicking up little clouds of sand as she hiked along the beach toward a cluster of teenage girls playing Frisbee.
Good luck and blessings? So far paradise had brought her a probable felon, a professional crisis and an unplanned sexual encounter with an intense man who had a major protector complex.
A man she never would have pegged for herself if she’d looked at their personalities on paper. But there was no denying she had the hots for Damon Craig. If she could find the formula for predicting what she’d found with Damon—a lust indicator to go along with the more substantive signs of compatibility—she’d generate more interest for Connections than her company had ever seen before.
Hell, she’d wipe her twin’s intuitive, quasi-astrology system right off the map. And while that had never been her main goal, beating Laura had become a matter of professional self-preservation at this point.
Tucking her laptop back in her bag, Lacey picked up her quartz and wrapped it in a tissue before finding a slot for it inside her case. She’d never been the superstitious kind any more than she’d ever been a romantic. And yet, there was no denying her luck was about to change if she could only convince Damon to cooperate with her on this one last project.
Truth be told, she couldn’t wait to see him again.
 
“THIS MISSION is going down the toilet and you’re out good-timing with some chick you met at the bar?”
Damon knew his CO well enough to know this was not the time to break into his tirade to clarify details about yesterday’s hotel encounter with Lacey. Somehow Commander Tom Stafford had heard about the events at Café Rosita’s, probably thanks to the eternally mouthy Enrique, and was none too pleased that Damon had put himself in the line of fire with Nicholas Castine. And that he’d done so over a woman.
Damon had sat in on a DOG briefing on base that morning. Intel hadn’t offered up anything new about the movement of drug shipments, so their unit was to continue routine flyovers of waters around Puerto Rico for now. But there were new reports of date-rape cases involving Castine’s amnesia drugs around town, making everyone antsy to nail the guy for good. Damon especially.
After the meeting, Stafford had cornered him on the tarmac near the hangar where Damon’s Dolphin—a short-range recovery helicopter—was housed. He was due for a recon mission of his own at fourteen hundred hours, and he needed to check over his aircraft.
“Care to explain why the hell you were in Rosita’s at the same time as our team’s primary target?” Stafford paused for air this time, indicating he was finally open to hearing a response.
In the distance, a chopper fired up for a routine mission over the Atlantic, the blades kicking up a soft breeze before they gathered speed. Other flyers on base did the routine stuff—the search and rescues, distress calls, shore patrol. Damon’s unit was specially tasked to the drug-running operation, a mission that had been months in the planning. He would only be stationed here for as long as the threat remained, then it was on to wherever the DOG group was called next.
“The bar in question is a longtime Coast Guard hangout, sir. I saw at least four other guys from this base while I was there.” Damon knew he wasn’t supposed to live and breathe the operation, but he had a tough time leaving this one behind at the end of the day. Drug runners pushed his buttons to start with. And Castine had crossed a line when he’d started groping innocent women.
“And you figured you’d just blend right in. Is that it?” Stafford shook his head, his craggy, sea-worn face weathered beyond his forty-five years. But then, the guy had been a fisherman’s kid before the Coast Guard. If rumor could be believed, the CO had been born shipboard during the roughest squall the Bering Strait had ever seen. He was one of those quiet types who rose through the ranks quickly, keeping to himself so much that his men were forced to fill in the blanks about his past.
He’d become a legend in his own time. A squinty-eyed, pissed-off legend at the moment, but a mythic presence nonetheless.
“We’ve never received orders to stay away from our target.” In theory, Damon knew better than to argue, but he figured pointing out this fact might be important. He didn’t want to be the guy assigned to his desk when the time came to bring Castine in.
“Common sense says not to get in a pissing match over a woman with a person of interest,” Stafford returned, his steely gaze offering a warning more significant than the words he spoke.
“I thought at the time she might be involved in Castine’s network.” Damon knew no one in his unit would have complained if he’d brought forward a key contact to help further the mission. “But since she’s clean—”
“We need to make sure she’s not Castine’s next target.” The C.O. nodded, seemingly content that he’d been appropriately brought up to speed. “Just keep in mind you need to put the bigger mission above the call to play white knight. When this thing blows wide-open, I want you there to haul in this guy.”
Stafford pivoted on his heel and stalked away, his crisp uniform impervious to the wind now blasting from the whipping copter blades.
Damon knew an order when he heard one, and this one kept him on unofficial guard duty for Lacey. He planned to make damn sure Castine never touched her again. The Coast Guard motto—Always Ready—was about to become his personal mantra where Lacey was concerned.
Before he headed to his chopper, he checked his cell-phone messages. Scrolling through the calls received, he knew several pertained to work items that could wait. But two calls were from a San Juan hotel he didn’t recognize.
Lacey?
He checked his watch before jogging back inside the building that housed his temporary office to return the call. He’d left Lacey his direct number when they parted ways the day before, half-convinced he’d never hear from her again.
She’d been so incensed about his view of her work and—after hearing her side of it—he had to admit he could see her perspective better. Or, more accurately, he could at least appreciate that her fascination with compatibility was deeply rooted in a core belief that couples who shared each other’s interests had better odds.
In theory.
But in his experience, it didn’t pay to overanalyze relationship chemistry. You either had it, or you didn’t. Then again, what did he know about a lasting relationship? His most serious girlfriend had ditched him for the thrills of illegal drugs.
The phone rang on the other end as Damon slipped into his office. He shared the space with two of his team members, but they were both out, giving him privacy.
“Hello?”
Lacey’s voice smoothed over his senses, the mere sound of her an unexpected pleasure.
“It’s Damon. You called?” He recognized the brusqueness of his approach, but damn it, she had a way of catching him off guard with her unique appeal.
“Oh. Um. Thanks for calling back.” She paused and he heard some rustling around on the other end before she continued in a softer voice. “I found out something that might be of interest to you. Do you have time to meet with me tonight?”
He tensed, concern for her safety giving him a shot to the gut.
“I’ll be tied up at the base until seven or so.” He lowered his voice since he hadn’t closed his office door. “Your, ah, former date didn’t find you, did he?”
“No. But I found out something about him that might be helpful.”
His mind ran at light speed with possible scenarios. Had they e-mailed? Did she have access to her company’s computer files that could yield information about Castine?
“Stay away from him and I’ll head over there after work. You’re at the El San Juan?” He remembered the new hotel name from his call list since it had come up on caller ID.
“Yes. But I need to hit a nightspot tonight so I don’t fall behind on my blog feature.” She paused. “I can’t blow it off. I’m only in town four more days and I need to go for my research.”
Great. He’d arrive just in time to see her sweet body poured into her clubbing clothes. And knowing what he did about the Puerto Rican nightlife, there was no way he’d be able to let her go out alone. Unprotected.
What if she ran into her date-deprived American businessman who was either a sex addict or a sexual predator or potentially both? If Nick Castine had trolled the Internet for women, Damon was damn sure the guy would at least give it a go on the local singles scene.
“I’ll be there. Don’t leave before you see me.”
“I called you, didn’t I?” She sighed on the other end of the phone. “Have I told you lately what a bossy sort of guy you are?”
He grinned, and that surprised him. No doubt about it, he enjoyed this woman on more than a physical plane.
“I do recall a conversation about my control issues. As I remember, that worked out pretty well for you last time.”
Of course, it had paid off in spades for him, too. Just thinking about being with her spiked the temperature in the office.
“Yes, but that game’s only fun to play when both parties can assume control on occasion.” Her teasing tone didn’t hide a hint of accusation.
And damn, but the temperature cooled at the reminder of the trust issues he was in no position to resolve right now.
“Then I’ll do my best to keep my hands off you.” An idea he resisted as much as the thought of giving up control now and then. “But I think it was you who sabotaged my attempt to be a gentleman last time.”
Another sigh.
“Don’t make me regret calling you, Lieutenant Craig.”
He could almost picture the threatening gleam in her eye. And oh man, he was in too deep too fast with this woman if he was already hearing the nuances of her tone.
“You won’t,” he promised himself as much as her. “I’ll see you tonight. And, Lacey? Thank you for calling me.”
Turning off the connection, he wondered what kind of information she might have for him. Would it be something that would move his mission forward? Or—and here’s where his gut knotted—was it something that could put her in more danger?
Either way, he’d have a hard time getting his head back into the recon flight he had to report for soon. But was that because he wanted to take out Castine so badly he couldn’t wait for any information that might nudge the mission along faster?
Or was it simply because he wanted to see Lacey Sutherland again so much it damn near hurt?
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THE KNOCK SOUNDED on her door at 8:54.
Not that Lacey had been counting the moments until Damon’s arrival or anything. Jeez. She was behaving like the kind of person Damon accused her clients of being—desperate. And wasn’t that a cold splash of water to her fevered skin? She should still be torqued at him for what he’d said about her business instead of salivating at the mere thought of seeing him again.
Slowing her step as she neared the door of her new hotel room in San Juan, she forced herself to take a deep breath before she checked the peephole. Oh, mama. The uniformed man standing in her hallway was beyond delectable.
His dark green flight suit covered the lean, muscular body of a man who subjected it to intense physical labor. The expression on his face was focused, his lips compressed in a flat line, his eyes staring at the doorknob as if willing it to turn and remove the barrier between them.
Had she been taking deep breaths? They hadn’t done jack squat to slow down her heart rate.
She hadn’t planned on calling him again and subjecting herself to the powerful draw of their sexual attraction, as they had so little else in common. But the communication from Nick had left her no choice. Winging a prayer for restraint, she tugged open the door.
“Hi—” he started, his dark gaze raking over her body. “Sweet mother of—What the hell are you wearing?”
She looked down at her outfit, not sure she was seeing what he was seeing. A skirt. A tank top.
“They’re clothes. My clubbing clothes to be precise. Why?” She patted her hips, suddenly paranoid her impulse dinner of cheese fries had gone directly to her glutes. When she’d lost forty pounds in college, she’d promised herself she would never let stress bite her in the butt that way again. “Don’t tell me they don’t fit anymore.”
Sometimes she still didn’t clothe her thinner body with the same finesse as women who’d been normal size their whole lives. She had to really work to bare any skin, and even then, she still usually covered up more than most women, her outfits leaning toward the conservative side.
He stepped deeper into her room and set down a duffel bag as he closed the door behind him.
“You can’t go out like that.” He took her elbow and pivoted her for a better view of her back half. “You can’t even take the stairs in a skirt that short.”
The way his eyes lingered on her thighs suggested maybe her butt hadn’t doubled in size after all. The expression on his face appeared less horrified and more…lustful. And oh man, she couldn’t afford to go down that road again. Not when Damon had such antiquated and borderline offensive beliefs about her work.
“Trust me, I know how to navigate stairs in this.” The skirt wasn’t even that short. “And while this is a little shorter than I usually wear, I can’t go out to the kinds of places I’m headed tonight in my usual clothes or I’ll never get past the doormen.” She glanced back at his duffel bag. “I hope you weren’t planning on moving in with me?”
It seemed a little presumptuous to bring an overnight bag to her room, but heaven help her, she’d probably given him the impression she would swoon at his feet anytime he showed his face within a mile radius of her.
Relinquishing her arm, he shook his head, still frowning about her clothes. “I didn’t have time to change on base since I wanted to get over here.” Unzipping the bag, he withdrew a pair of jeans, a black T-shirt and a black silk dress shirt. “So what did you find out?”
His fingers started working down the zipper of his flight suit past the Coast Guard insignia and some assorted patches.
Her mouth went dry as he unveiled square shoulders and chiseled abs covered by a thin white T-shirt. And then that was gone, too. Considering her legs and his torso, there was entirely too much bare skin in the room.
With an effort, she focused on relaying the information she’d called him about while he vanished into the bathroom. He left the door open so they could still talk.
“Castine left a note for me back at the Hotel Aquadilla. I didn’t tell them where I was going when I checked out, obviously, but I called my former hotel today to see if anyone had left messages for me, since the abrupt departure.”
If she peered into the bathroom, she could easily see him in the mirror. He slid on another shirt, leaving the top half of his flight suit hanging around his hips. He was completely covered now, but her brain supplied a mental video loop of his bare chest.
Not that she should be spying, damn it.
“And there was some communication from Castine?” He stilled, meeting her gaze in the mirror and grinning like he knew she’d been stealing peeks all along.
She looked away, her cheeks heating.
“Yes. It was a written note, not a phone call. I had the hotel in Aquadilla send it to my fax.” She retrieved the paper she’d printed in the hotel business center and passed it to Damon in the bathroom. “Nick’s signature is there, but I don’t know if he took it to the hotel himself.”
Damon’s brows swooped together as he read the short missive: “In the Flesh is another singles’ venue your blog readers might enjoy.” Damon read the address aloud. “This is in Loiza. You’re not seriously going to some nightspot he suggested.”
“It was already on my list. And the last we knew, he was three hours away from here back in Aquadilla.” She’d thought long and hard about it, but in the end, she didn’t see any reason not to visit a public place. It wasn’t as if Castine had suggested she check out some deserted dark alley. “Besides, if he’s there, I’ll have a cab take me the long way home to be sure he doesn’t find me. Have you heard of this place?”
“Lacey, it’s a sex club.” He slid his arms into the silk shirt and left it open over the T-shirt. “You can’t walk in there barely dressed. For that matter, you wouldn’t want to go in there wearing combat boots and a flak jacket.”
“You’re right about the combat boots. Too S & M-looking.”
Damon cursed a blue streak that made her smile. Who knew she had the power to torment him so easily?
“I’m going,” she informed him in no uncertain terms, determined to make sure he understood she wouldn’t be swayed by his he-man tactics anymore. Plenty of jobs besides military and law enforcement came with a bit of danger. Journalists’ research took them to less than ideal places. And, damn it, she was going to do her research. “You don’t have to like it, but I am writing an article on this place regardless. I thought you would appreciate the tip about this guy since it seemed curious to me that he recommended a club on the northeast side of the island near San Juan when we last saw him on the northwestern corner, a few hours away.”
“Maybe he’s telling you he knows where you’re staying.” He slipped off his shoes and speared his fingers into his close-shorn hair, an exasperated gesture. “Shit. You should not set foot in there.”
“I think it’s more likely he remembers me saying I was going to check out some clubs closer to San Juan during the week. I e-mailed him a few times before I came down here, and he knows about my work for Connections. The fact that I’m checking out unusual singles’ venues is a matter of public record.” She picked up the piece of quartz crystal Tatiana had given her and slid it into her purse, figuring she could use every bit of luck she could get tonight.
Damon’s low whistle alerted her to his watchful gaze, and she felt awkward for primping in front of him. She forgot to be self-conscious when he reached for his zipper to unfasten the rest of the flight suit, however.
“What are you doing?” Warmth flooded her veins at that simple act full of so much masculine promise. Her body responded in ten different ways from her aching breasts to her quivering thighs and a whole host of destinations in between.
“Changing. Remember?”
Flustered, she turned around, leaving him alone to finish dressing.
“Don’t leave on my account,” he called from the bathroom.
A minute later he emerged wearing a pair of jeans and stuffing his flight suit into his bag.
“I’m going with you, okay? If you’re dead set on going to this place, I really need to be with you to make sure no one hassles you.” He appeared completely serious, his face settling into grave lines.
“You have a protector complex of gargantuan proportions, you know that?” She shook her head in disbelief, her hair swinging softly against her neck with the motion.
The thought made her realize how sensitive her skin had become since he’d entered the room. Or more precisely, since he’d taken off his flight suit.
“Only for women I’ve rescued and then proceeded to sleep with.” A grin kicked up one corner of his mouth, stretching that dimple on his chin into a more subtle depression.
“That must keep you awfully busy.” She couldn’t keep her eyes off his mouth.
“Not since you’re the only woman who fits the description.” He stared at her for a long moment, and for a second she thought he might lean closer for a kiss. But he only caressed her with his eyes until he spoke again. “Do you have any idea what you’re getting into at In the Flesh, by the way?”
The shift in the direction of their conversation unbalanced her, and she found herself disappointed that he hadn’t kissed her. She’d been so sure he was thinking about it.
Trying to focus on what he was saying about the club on tonight’s list, she hoped she’d be able to recall the information later for the next article in her series, since her thoughts were a long way from business right now.
 
SHE HADN’T KNOWN what she was getting into.
That much was patently obvious to Damon as they wound their way through the maze of halls at the old paper mill converted into a luxury watering hole for fetishists and exhibitionists, voyeurs and purveyors of the S & M scene. The expression on Lacey’s face as they passed a man on a leash said it all. She might have researched the singles’ scene before, but not this singles’ scene. She gripped his arm tighter as they walked by a topless woman sporting elaborate nipple rings bearing long chains that led to her boyfriend’s arm torque and clamped to the silver band with a padlock.
Damon hoped the guy didn’t need to throw any punches in an impromptu bar fight or he’d inflict a hell of a lot of hurt on the poor girl’s breasts.
“I didn’t picture this,” Lacey admitted as they wove around another set of velvet ropes, admitting them to the second-floor gallery overlooking the dance floor.
The place was decked out in blue-and-black zebra wallpaper, an eighties decorating nightmare. There were mirrors on the ceilings and small disco balls suspended at regular intervals, giving the club a psychedelic atmosphere.
“It’s not too late to get out of here.” Personally, Damon couldn’t wait. The weirdos this sort of place attracted gave him the creeps. Sure, there were some regular Joes just out searching for a thrill, and they didn’t bother him. It was the nipple rings with chains, the carnival barkers trying to get patrons off into the side rooms to view more explicit entertainment and the hardened look of the lap dancers who’d seen everything by the time they were…twenty-one? He sure as hell hoped those women were twenty-one, but some of them appeared damn young to him.
Not that he’d been to this club many times. It was only on his radar since it was used for bachelor parties or as a destination to show newcomers to Borinquen. But even though he hadn’t been to In the Flesh often, he knew the type of establishments from being stationed all over. Sex clubs were the updated version of strip joints, with more to see, more to do and more ways to feed diverse sexual appetites.
“I don’t want to leave,” Lacey insisted, speaking close to his ear since the music vibrated at a deafening volume. “If I’ve been deceiving myself about what people in the dating world want, I damn well need to face facts. I didn’t even know places like this existed.”
She left his side to position herself at the rail overlooking the dance floor. He followed close on her heels, determined not to lose sight of her among the sexual thrill seekers and jaded clubbers who’d seen everything. Done everything. The crowd that populated the place would think nothing of sweeping a neophyte into one of the back rooms for a “welcome” to the club scene. Lacey could be drugged and violated in ten minutes flat. And—depending on what types of drugs were used—she might not even remember it. Was that why Castine had invited her here?
Damon kept an eye on the shadows while sticking close to Lacey. By the rail overlooking the dance floor, she watched in fascination at the mass, near orgy among the partygoers. Overt sex acts were confined to back rooms, so there wasn’t anything supergraphic going on under the strobe lights. But there were more topless women here, some of whom were dancing with their hands all over each other—or with any man in reach. At the four corners of the floor, professional dancers were stationed on raised platforms above the crowd. They were the only ones who were completely naked.
The girl on the northernmost platform gyrated with what looked like a python wrapped around her and surrounded by candles and torches. Two of the other professionals used poles in a more traditional, stripper-style approach. The fourth woman had been greased up and painted with some kind of shiny blue substance. The only areas that maintained the traditional flesh color were her breasts and her shaved cooch.
“Condom?” a feminine voice asked over his shoulder.
He turned at the same time Lacey did, and a thin redhead with an unnaturally huge rack carried a tray full of prophylactics and a few small sex toys like an old-time cigarette girl. She wore a short skirt and a low-cut blouse in the French-maid style except that the outfit was pink and black.
“Do these really work?” Lacey reached right into the tray and came up with a seriously studded cock ring. The package promised the wearer could bring his partner to orgasm within five minutes or less…among other things.
The girl grinned and kept her eyes on Damon.
“If your partner knows how to wear one they do.”
Lacey huffed an incensed sort of sound as she tossed the toy back onto the tray.
“I asked you a legitimate question and it wasn’t to flirt with my man.” She narrowed her eyes at the redhead and gave her an eat-shit-and-die stare. “You just lost yourself a sale.”
The other woman frowned.
“Suit yourself. I wouldn’t buy any toys if I had a partner like this one at the controls.” She winked at him before turning on her heel, boobs bouncing. “Enjoy yourselves.”
Damon turned back to Lacey in time to see a waiter carry a tray full of phallus-shaped glasses toward a table of noisy women nearby. He didn’t know how many more sex references one man could handle, but he had a good idea he wouldn’t last long at In the Flesh at this rate.
“The nerve of some people,” Lacey muttered, her gaze following the milky white drinks the waiter doled out to the lady patrons.
“You held your own,” Damon assured her, still surprised and, yeah, sort of stoked that Lacey had referred to him as “my man.”
Not that he was ready to delve into any kind of relationship. He’d seen too many military affairs go up in flames—his own included—to try to navigate that particular land mine again. Besides, Lacey had made it clear she didn’t see the potential for long-term compatibility. She was as surprised they’d connected as he was.
“Yes, but I chased off someone who could have been a good source for the blog column I need to write about this place.” She turned away from the dance floor to study the slightly more sedate crowd in the upper gallery. “Who am I going to hit up for a quickie interview now? The guy in the corner trying to chat up the hot blonde who won’t look at him? Or the fake lesbians mauling each other against the bar in an effort to attract men?”
Damon couldn’t help it. His head whipped around at that one. Too bad he didn’t see any such thing near the bar. Lacey laughed. “Got ya.”
Keyed up from the atmosphere and from the sight of Lacey in her tiny miniskirt and miles of bare legs, Damon reached for her and pulled her to him. “Are you sure you want to tease a man whose restraint is being tested every second tonight?”
He was tense from watching out for her, tense from keeping a lock on a hunger for her that kept growing no matter how he tried to ignore it.
“You wanted to come with me,” she reminded him, her high, small breasts pressing against his chest with each rapid breath she took.
He tunneled his hand a scant inch under her tank top to feel a hint of bare skin at her back. Warm and silky.
“And I want to come with you more every second we spend here. Let’s go somewhere more private now that you’ve seen this place.” He hadn’t intended to flirt with her, let alone make obvious come-ons when he was supposed to be here to protect her. To make sure Castine hadn’t set a trap for her.
But with Castine’s drug shipment due in this week and his last confirmed sighting a three-hour drive away, Damon relaxed his guard long enough to touch her. Castine hadn’t gotten this far in his illegal business by ignoring the details when big transactions were under way. He’d be a fool to spend time chasing Lacey around when he had a multi-million-dollar delivery to oversee.
Besides, there was something undeniably sensual about Lacey, some spark of latent adventurousness beneath her uptight, workaholic tendencies.
As a man who’d buried himself in his job to the detriment of one relationship after another, he couldn’t help but identify with her dedication to her work. Admire her grit and belief even if he didn’t buy in to the whole matchmaking thing himself. Watching her scientific brain trying to analyze the defining social characteristics of singles in this over-the-top scene only gave him one more reason to be fascinated by her.
And that, coupled with a physical attraction unlike anything he’d ever experienced, was making it damn hard for him to keep his hands off her.
 
IT SEEMED Little Miss Traditional Girl wasn’t as pure and reserved as she once pretended.
Nick Castine sat in a back room at In the Flesh, watching Lacey Sutherland via a two-way mirror. The club had all kinds of back rooms, from private places for a lap dance to modified hotel-style rooms that could be rented by the hour. Nick had used both of them in the past, but tonight he’d simply wanted a place to observe Lacey without G.I. Joe spotting him. He’d already arranged for her date to be intercepted and Lacey to be brought back here to him. Their car was being staked out even now so they couldn’t slip away without him knowing.
Nick couldn’t really afford the time away from his current operation. His biggest shipment ever was due for arriving just south of the Gulf and he needed to be available to make sure the load was properly divided into a variety of smaller vessels for easier penetration through an ever-tightening Coast Guard presence. But Lacey Sutherland’s calling him a lowlife in Café Rosita’s was a tale that had spread to some of the key players in his organization. He needed to avenge her blatant put-down. And he would make damn sure his vengeance went further than just banging her in a club back room.
So here he was. Watching the unsuspecting woman while she allowed her new boyfriend—one Lieutenant Damon Craig, if his informants could be trusted—to touch her like they were already lovers. The man’s hands slipped under her clothing when he thought no one watched. And far from squirming away, Lacey practically quivered at the touch. Even from Nick’s vantage point, he could see her rapt attention on the Coastie, her eyes never leaving his for long.
“Excuse me.” Some butt-kissing club staffer interrupted his thoughts, her scanty outfit marking her as one of the so-called concierge people. Nick knew they filled other roles, as well, since this one had personally lifted her skirt for him on two occasions. “We seem to be all out of the pills you wanted, Mr. Castine. Is there anything else I can get for you?”
She shifted her hips suggestively, as if the offer of her body would make up for the club owner’s carelessness with the stash Nick had supplied him. They had a longstanding deal to help one another out, supply each other’s addictions where possible.
But this was inexcusable. The amount of drugs he fed this place kept patrons buying drinks and paying ridiculous cover charges at this rat hole of a bar. And the Special K was his drug of choice for this kind of thing. No sex tricks from a woman he’d already had before would take the place of what he needed from Lacey.
“Fine,” Nick tossed off as agreeably as possible, unwilling to let his frustrations show. “Give her the alternative. But you can let your boss know I’m not happy with how he’s managing the supply. Understand?”
He was wired. Tense. Pissed. A deadly combination if these people couldn’t provide him with better service. He would have to use the Rohypnol tonight, and that irritated the hell out of him. There were subtle differences in the drugs, and Nick had experienced more intriguing results with Ketamine. Special K didn’t just wipe out the memory of the sex act afterward, it also added a level of pleasure during sex by diminishing the ability to fight back. Nick enjoyed watching women struggle with that, the forced submissiveness a cherished component of the act for him.
His plan-B drug didn’t give his partners as much clarity. Or fear.
“Actually, Mr. Castine, we appear to be out of that, too, unless you have a personal stock?” The girl folded her arms across her barely clad breasts, her flirting finished now that she saw Nick didn’t want her tonight. She delivered her shitty news with zero understanding of what it meant to him.
The stupid chick acted as if the bankrupt cupboard shelves were no big deal, while Nick silently seethed with the need to have Lacey.
“Personal stock?” Rage spun up inside him so fast he didn’t have a chance of holding it back. Rising from his chair, he realized the girl was finally getting a clue that she’d crossed a line.
Good. He let his fist fly, unable to call it back into a more appropriate open-handed slap. After all, this was a chick and not some steely jawed South American drug maker.
As he watched the girl hit the opposite wall, her slender body propelled by just one punch, Nick realized he needed to ease up. Not that he gave a shit what the club owner thought. But he couldn’t afford to leave a trail the way he had once before. He’d worked his ass off to be sure no one pressed charges last time.
He had to get himself under control.
“Listen to me, sweetheart.” He held out his hand and helped the girl up while she clutched the side of her face. At least there was no blood. “Go give the bitch whatever we have. I don’t care if it’s strychnine or a double shot of Jack Daniels. But I damn well came for the show. Do you understand me?”
The girl whimpered something that might have been a yes before she managed to say, “I’ll give her the X. I know he’s got some of that left over.”
“Fine.” Nick ushered the girl toward the door, stuffing a fifty in her bra for her trouble. “Get it in her next drink for me, and I’ll take good care of you next time I come in.”
Returning his attention to the two-way mirror, Nick kept his focus on Lacey. She swung her hips in a teasing, delectable dance. And while a shot of Ecstasy wasn’t going to make her as pliable as he would like, it could easily ratchet up her need to unbearable levels. When a woman wanted sex that badly, there was no telling what lengths she might go to in order to have it.
Especially when her he-man bodyguard would very shortly be…indisposed. Unable to protect her, let alone provide what she wanted most. Nick had done some preliminary checking into Damon Craig’s background and discovered a few interesting facts—connections Nick could leverage to be sure Craig was distracted tonight.
Just the thought of it sent a wave of calm through him, soothing the frayed edges of his hunger. Lacey might be one of many, many women he’d sought in the last few months, but the matchmaker compelled him. Perhaps because she’d gotten away from him so easily the first time. But also because of her job. She specialized in putting men and women together and, to a certain extent, so did he.
He wanted to know all about what drew women to men. What made them eager to shed their panties. Lacey had to understand those dynamics to be in her business and he wanted her to share her secrets with him, to help him in finding one woman after another to satisfy the beast in him that could never be appeased with just one.
Besides, seeing how sexually open she was tonight after she’d given him the cold shoulder on their date was an issue he wanted to address with her. She’d made herself out to be someone traditional, someone who wanted to be romanced. But she’d relinquished those values for the guy with the hand up her blouse right now, that was for damn sure.
She’d changed her tune in a hurry for the U.S. military man, and that made Nick feel cheated.
No woman teased him and got away with it.
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LACEY’S BID FOR RESTRAINT with Damon was all but forgotten inside the walls of the sex club.
Even if leather clothes and studded toys weren’t her thing, she couldn’t help the flash of arousal at being around people who gave sex so much prominence in their lives. The club practically oozed the pheromones of people whose urges were close to the surface. People who took the physical aspect of sex damn seriously.
All of which only enhanced her desire to peel off Damon’s clothes and crawl around a bed with him. Especially when he grabbed her by the waist and told her he wanted to go somewhere private.
Pass the smelling salts, please. This man would have her in a dead faint if he kept this up.
“I don’t think—” She cleared her throat that had gone bone-dry. “That is, I can’t go anywhere with you until I finish up here.” Although she had the feeling if she walked out the door with him right now he would have her hurtling toward release seconds after they found a private place.
But no matter how much she wanted him, her work came first. Her job had been there for her in the past when she’d needed to rebuild her self-confidence. It had bolstered her through her mother’s unwillingness to recognize what creeps she married, her sister’s competitiveness and her own insecurities that she’d worked hard to shake. Her work would be there for her when this sexy hunk of a man disappeared from her life next week. So she wouldn’t ignore it now.
“How can I help?” He skimmed his hand along the waistband of her skirt, never dipping beneath it, his fingers tracing small circles along her spine. “I want us to get out of here as fast as humanly possible. I don’t see any direct threats, but I’ve got a bad feeling about this place.”
He peered around the perimeter, and she wondered if he still thought Nick Castine had followed her here. Unfortunately her job made her work public enough that she couldn’t hide from every creep whose match didn’t work out. She’d learned a long time ago you couldn’t dig a hole and hide in it when life scared the crap out of you. As long as she was smart and cautious, she wouldn’t ever live in the shadows again.
“I need some informal interviews.” She reached in her purse. “I’m happy to buy free drinks for anyone willing to speak—”
He held up a hand to halt her words.
“Keep it. I don’t think I’ll have any trouble rounding up people to talk to you.” His jaw twitched restlessly with the sentiment. “You want to find a spot to sit down, and I’ll start sending sexual deviants your way?”
Nodding, she hoped she could discover something meaningful from these interviews while under the influence of a sex drive humming along at hyperspeed.
“I’ll sit right here, but if you could go easy on the deviants and steer more normal, relatable people in my direction, I’d appreciate it.” She needed to write something edgy for her dating blog, but not so out there that her readers wouldn’t relate.
What readers? a small voice in the back of her brain asked. Her visitor hits had been dropping for months.
Snagging a chair at a table two men and a woman had just vacated, Lacey watched the curvy brunette walk away with an adoring-looking stud on each arm. Curious how a woman handled two men when Lacey could hardly manage one. Well, she could imagine handling the sex. It was the idea of morning-after conversation with not one but two guys ready to do the can’t-commit dash that stymied her.
A man’s whistle interrupted her musings and she turned to see Damon watching her, a dark scowl on his face.
“Don’t tell me the relationship guru is interested in a three-way.” He stood not two feet from her, but his voice turned the heads of at least a half-dozen people nearby.
Embarrassment crawled over her skin in a heated flush.
But damn it, why should she be embarrassed? She wasn’t the one walking around a club in nipple rings and assless chaps.
“Oh, please. Like it’s never crossed your mind before?” She withdrew a pad of paper and a fountain pen from her purse and did her best to appear unfazed.
His scowl deepened as more than a few club-goers appeared interested in the conversation. A couple of girls and a nearby guy leaned closer to hear.
An opportunity she could hardly pass up, considering her need for blog material.
“Would you like to have a seat?” Lacey offered, waving her paper at them to prevent misunderstandings. “I’m doing an article on the local singles’ scene if you have time for a couple of questions.”
The guy dropped into the metal chair so fast you’d think he was carrying magnets in his back pocket. The girls followed suit, putting their fruity-looking drinks on the table before lowering themselves more slowly into the other chairs.
And—how flipping perfect—Lacey realized they were twins. Not like her and Laura with more differences than similarities. These two were identical.
Damon stepped closer, leaning down to eye level with her before she could begin.
“I hope you know I work alone.” He spoke to her, but he made damn sure the guy seated across the table from her heard every word.
The unmistakable sexual heat in his eyes sizzled through her skin. The raw potency of his claim made her itchy to leave with him and see what kind of follow-through he’d deliver on those words.
“Then I hope you’re willing to pull a double shift, Lieutenant.”
 
DAMON HAD TO GET out of there.
He breathed in the night air near the back door of the club, his eyes never leaving Lacey where she still sat at the same table, interviewing people about their dating preferences.
At first he’d just been overheated by the whole three-way conversation. After her teasing words, he wanted to take her away from the club and have her underneath him to wipe out any thought from her head of any other guy.
But he had a job to do. Somehow Lacey Sutherland had an in with a drug smuggler, a connection he needed to keep tabs on in order to protect her and—on a practical note—to help keep tabs on Castine. That job hadn’t driven him in search of fresh air though. Nor had the steamy atmosphere.
Watching her work, however, was killing him. Interview subjects came and went, and he’d weathered every conversation she had with them from toe fetishes to voyeurism. What got under his skin were the relationship questions.
Lacey was relentless but subtle with each interview subject as she turned every conversation back to deeper intimacy. How did they feel about long-term relationships? Were they really looking for quick sexual fulfillment or were they open to real love?
At first the guys especially tended to toss off some disposable answer to the more meaningful questions. Damon could have scripted their predictable responses himself.
Yet Lacey had been as dogged as Barbara Walters in pursuit of tears and truth. She’d persisted with questions about past broken hearts or their first loves, and suddenly she’d turn the slickest of Casanovas into sensitive guys who’d been burned and really wanted to find someone who loved and accepted them.
And that had Damon sprinting to the exit.
He’d gotten over Kelly, but he didn’t want to think about how much the aftermath had cost him. He’d thought she was special because she’d practically followed him to the ends of the earth by tagging along on his Alaskan stint. They’d met in Seattle on one of his weekends off, fallen into bed together and were never apart again. At least not until she’d pulled the same stunt with another guy.
He stood at the back exit now, propping the door open for partyers who came out to smoke or dance in the alley where a night breeze off the ocean made it cooler. Lacey remained well within his sights, her straight posture and scholarly scribbling setting her apart from a club full of people who just wanted to get busy for the night.
Or, Lacey had revealed, people who thought they just wanted to get busy. Apparently even the most jaded of sex-club-goers wanted to find true love one day. If not with the horny set of twins he or she brought home from the disco, then with someone else sometime in the future.
The whole thing hit a little too close to home.
“You need a cigarette?” someone asked him in Spanish, a skinny brunette covered in tatts with hair down to her butt. She wore a dark blazer in spite of the heat and she parted it now to show him a breast pocket full of joints.
Professional interest stirred. Was this chick a bottom feeder who only sold for enough cash to support her own habit? Or could she be higher up the food chain?
“Do you have anything stronger? My girl and I want to have a good time tonight.” He grinned at her, hoping to score a lead on the sex drugs infiltrating U.S. waters.
“Don’t we all?” She winked at him as she brushed past him into the club. “But I hear you have to know someone to find that kind of stuff. Good luck, guapo.”
Crap. How come he had to know someone while his ex had had no trouble morphing from a law-abiding, sweet girl into a druggie in a matter of weeks?
His cell phone rang and he flipped it open, expecting to see Enrique’s number or someone from work. The area code didn’t help—a 520 number was listed along with a phone company.
“Craig here.” He had to shout over the music since even out here, the reggaeton thumped with a bass line to make a man go deaf.
“Damon?”
The soft feminine voice on the other end was no louder than a whisper, but something about the tone and accent of the word, an indefinable speed and pitch, clued him in to the caller’s ID.
“Kelly?” Straightening, he stared back into the club to see Lacey tipping her soda to her lips while her interview subject spoke. Something about the phone call felt disloyal to Lacey even though they’d only just met.
And what the hell did his former girlfriend want with him after all this time?
“Do you have a minute?” she asked while he thumbed the volume switch on the phone so he had a chance of hearing her. “I’ve got some information your group might be interested in.”
Instantly alert, he wondered if she’d gotten clean. She knew about his affiliation with the drug op, a specially coordinated mission that he’d started preparing for last year.
“What kind of information?” He wouldn’t play games with her just because she wanted to talk.
“Can I reach you on a landline?” She sounded nervous, her words rushed. “It’s important.”
What the hell could she know that would be relevant to his job? Possibilities spun around his head. If she was clean, there was a chance she had learned something. She was sharp, her work in research and development for a plastics manufacturer the kind of job that required brains. Maybe feeding her own drug habit had put her in the path of bigger dealers.
“How about tomorrow?” He needed to focus right now. With Lacey still on the loose in a sex club Castine had directed her to, he had to concentrate on keeping her safe. “I can call you from work.”
“No,” she protested, her connection breaking up so he couldn’t hear what followed.
Barely able to make out half of what she said, Damon assured her he would call her back the next day and then hung up.
Peering back into the club, he saw Lacey’s last interview subject was gone and the brunette with the ink who had attempted to sell him a joint was leaning down to speak to her. Was Lacey trying to interview her, too? Or did the pot-pusher see Lacey as a prospective user?
Irritated at the idea of dealers trying to flip good people, Damon shoved his phone into his pocket and charged through the side door into the club. The scent of sweat and beer mingled with a hundred different perfumes, the heat intensifying all the smells into a ripe mix.
A few yards away, Lacey laughed at something the dealer said, her whole face animated as she tipped sideways in her chair and clutched her sides. Curious, Damon hastened his pace. He didn’t see Lacey as the kind of woman to pick up a recreational joint during a night out, but then again, how well did he know her?
Shit. Maybe he should have taken one of Lacey’s damn compatibility tests to see how they matched up. He sure hadn’t called it right with Kelly.
“Almost ready, Lace?” he asked as he reached her table. For reasons he didn’t fully understand, he put his arm around her. Claimed her in front of the drug dealer, the waitress delivering Lacey’s next soda and the DJ in a booth right behind them.
“Sure,” she agreed, rising to her feet as she dumped her pad of paper and pen back into her purse. “Tatiana, this is Damon. Damon, Tatiana.”
“You two know each other?” He tried to hide his surprise.
Had Lacey trod deeper into Nick Castine’s world than she’d let on? Clearly Castine wasn’t the only person she knew around town with connections in the drug community. Suspicions doused his hunger for her with a cold splash of caution.
“Tatiana was selling necklaces at Playa del Vega Baja when I went to the beach earlier this week.” Lacey turned to the woman and smiled. “She sells beautiful things.”
“Only the best.” Tatiana winked at him. “I’m sorry I could not provide what you wanted this evening.”
The petite dealer melted into the crowd, the mermaid tattoo on the back of her shoulder blowing them a kiss before she disappeared completely.
“I’d ask what she wanted to provide for you, but I really need to get out of here.” Lacey’s voice held a worried note he’d never heard before.
“Are you okay?” He scanned the people around her, seeking out anyone who might have upset her without him noticing. He wanted to get out of here. Now.
“No.” She wavered on sky-high heels that laced up her ankles with big silk roses centered on the buckles. “I feel strange. Kind of buzzed, but I haven’t been drinking.”
His instincts tingled a warning along the back of his neck as he reached out to steady her.
“How so?” He picked up the glass of soda a waitress had delivered to her a few moments before. Sniffing the contents, he studied the liquid for cloudiness. “Describe exactly what you’re feeling.”
The Coast Guard’s frequent drug-interdiction missions had given him plenty of training in recognizing the signs of a wide variety of substance abuses. The LSD users went ape shit when they couldn’t handle the hallucinations, the pot smokers turned red-eyed and mellow, and the coke sniffers attempted to conquer the world in their manic marathons of no sleep.
Lacey’s glass didn’t reveal any hints of a drug, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. It could have easily been slipped into a previous glass in a moment when neither of them had been watching. He’d been keeping an eye out for Nick Castine to show up tonight, wary of his involvement in steering Lacey toward this particular club, so Damon’s vigilance at watching over her had suffered from his divided attention.
And, damn it, why had Kelly called him tonight of all times?
Lacey leaned more heavily on him, her slender body molding to his with an abandon he’d bet she’d never demonstrate in public if not for the effects of some kind of drug.
Crap. He tried to nudge her toward an exit, but in the crush, he didn’t make much headway. Stopping, he tried to do a quick evaluation of her symptoms so he knew what they were dealing with.
“I’m kind of dizzy. But really sensitive, like my skin is prickly.” She rubbed her thigh against his in an overt request that brought his sex drive raging back to life in spite of all circumstances that should have made him careful. Wary. “Really sensitive.”
Apparently the sight of her wrapped around him appealed to the voyeurs in the club because they were quickly attracting an audience. A handful of single men turned to watch the hemline of Lacey’s short skirt as she wound her leg around his, tilting her hips into him. A guy nearby groaned at the sight while a tall transvestite shouted encouraging catcalls.
Damon scouted the perimeter for the nearest place to go for privacy since the closest exit out to the main street seemed worlds away. There was no way this hole-in-the-wall place would meet a building inspector’s code.
“That’s it, honey. Work it for your man!” The she-male dressed in a green-sequined gown and rhinestone tiara put two fingers in her mouth and whistled.
Damon, in the meantime, tried to juggle Lacey and the drink that needed to be tested at a lab. No easy feat when Lacey was hell-bent on kissing him, her fingers walking up his chest to tunnel between the buttons on his shirt.
More whistles.
Damn.
“Lacey.” He pulled back from her just enough to break contact at the lips since he guessed she might fall over if he let go of her completely. “We need to go someplace private for this, okay?”
He looked into her eyes and saw her pupils dilated as wide as a doll’s. She blinked without comprehension and her gaze dipped back to his mouth. Lingered.
“I want you,” she whispered, her tongue darting out to moisten her lips.
He felt the swirl of her pink tongue as keenly as if it had connected with his skin. He throbbed in time with the incessant club music, his blood hammering with needs he had to suppress. He had no idea how much of the drug she’d been given or even what kind of drug it had been, although his early guess would have to be a stimulant.
“Did you take any drugs, Lacey?” He had to ask, had to know. If there was any chance she did this to herself or if—his jaw clenched—she was somehow involved with this ring of drug importers, after all, he would be furious.
“Drugs?” The very idea seemed to confound her, her brow wrinkling in slow motion since her reaction times were way off. “I’ve never touched a medication that wasn’t prescribed for me.”
As he felt for her pulse at her wrist, she trailed her hand lower down the front of his shirt, hooking on his belt buckle for a moment before smoothing over the clasp with a deliberate, teasing motion.
“Excuse me,” a woman’s voice intruded before he finished out his count of heartbeats per minute, although he already knew the number was elevated.
He turned to see the busty redhead in charge of condom sales. Her tray full of prophylactics and sex toys glittered like a forbidden treasure trove to a man who couldn’t possibly indulge himself right now. He prayed Lacey wouldn’t notice the bedroom bounty or she might help herself and start undressing.
“We’re all set, but thanks.” Damon hoped she would disappear so he could make it to the bathrooms and splash some cold water on Lacey’s face, but the saucy condom wench jammed a foil packet in his shirt.
“This one’s on the house for putting on such a good show for my customers. Your theatrics are turning on the whole place.” She gestured to the gallery above where another crop of onlookers watched Lacey’s antics in rapt interest.
Only now did Damon notice the strap of her tank top had fallen and the cotton fabric of her shirt had slid down to her breast, exposing a hot-pink bra studded with crystals that spelled out “Sexy.” He’d been so focused on her pulse, he hadn’t noticed that she was falling out of her clothes.
Of course, the voyeurs on the upper deck probably had a prime view of the taut nipple ready to emerge from the bra at any second. Could he suck as a protector any more than he already did?
Wrenching the tank top back into place, Damon turned Lacey away from him so that they stood side by side with her pressed tight against him. Enough was enough.
“We’re leaving now.” Damon brushed past the condom saleslady with Lacey in tow, the drink sloshing over the sides of the cheap bar glass as he edged around dancers and waitresses, sex-crazed patrons and leather-clad S & M fans.
“But we have rooms available,” the condom girl called, her throaty voice penetrating the noise of reggaeton and shouted conversations. “You don’t have to leave to put that protection to use.”
Damon paused for a moment, half considering the idea since he didn’t know how he’d make it all the way back to the El San Juan Hotel with Lacey wrapped around him like a wet suit. Besides, if this was truly her first trip, the effects would be stronger. Harder. All the more difficult to ignore in public.
Then reason kicked him squarely in the ass. The only place he was going right now was the E.R. That condom in his pocket would damn well wait until Lacey was under a doctor’s care and the glass she’d drunk from was in a lab being tested for every possible drug.
“Thanks, but no thanks.” He steeled himself against Lacey’s bump and grind against him, knowing he’d have to make a scene to get her out of here. “We’re leaving.”
Lifting her off her feet, he kissed her because he couldn’t fight her advances while juggling her and the tainted glass as he plowed through the crowd. The hail of whistles from half-dressed club-goers made him angry when the woman in his arms was suffering from a drug trip that could go bad at any moment. Reaching the street, he was halfway to his car when he saw two souped-up black Hummers parked on either side of his ride.
A coincidence?
Not in a million years.
This was Puerto Rico, not Manhattan or Miami where plenty of average Joes drove the same make and model, tacky gold mag wheels and all.
Taking a step back toward the club, he hid in the shadows while Lacey moaned in his arms.
“Shh.” He hushed her with a kiss, all the while keeping his eyes on those two ominous vehicles.
If they’d been in San Juan, he would have simply taken her somewhere else. He could have dashed into any public restaurant or bodega and called for a cab.
But this was Loiza, a small beach community that prided itself on its undeveloped shoreline and the lack of tourist traps. It sprawled over a stretch of rocky coast accessible by a tiny road over a one-lane bridge on the east side of the island. There were no streetlamps here, let alone paved streets. The sex club sat on a property that wasn’t much better than an ancient beach shack, despite its two floors. People parked their cars on nearby hilly sand dunes to attend.
Damon had nowhere to run except back inside.
“Aren’t you going to take me somewhere?” Lacey asked, her voice a warm, breathy sigh against his ear.
“Sure I am.” He would have to call for reinforcements, but until the cavalry arrived, he planned to stay in the thick of things, planting them firmly inside a building packed to the gills with people. Potential witnesses if Castine was stupid enough to try anything here. “We’re going to get ourselves a private room.”
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TWO HOURS LATER Lacey was going out of her mind in a private back room at the sex club.
Restless, edgy and needing Damon so badly it hurt, she tried to tell herself this was all the effects of whatever drug had been put in her drink and that Damon was only looking out for her by not touching her. But every wisp of air blowing in from an antiquated air conditioner tickled her skin like a lover wielding a teasing feather.
Her whereabouts were hazy. The passage of time even hazier. But her actual, physical senses were acute and she knew what was going on. Damon thought Nick Castine was following them. He’d carried her back into the club, back to some private hotel room available for customers of the place, so that he could avoid Castine.
Not for his benefit, she knew. But for hers.
Which was all well and good if Damon had at least put this bonus private time to good use. The room was a tacky, Gothic affair complete with red walls and silk sheets, which she now lay on, plagued by too much lust. But Damon hadn’t touched her other than to feel her forehead and to keep her as cool as possible.
Didn’t he know there was only one way to stop her from burning up inside? Wave after wave of unanswered hunger squeezed her womb, making it impossible to be still. Not even her most uptight impulses were enough to keep her from writhing around the bed like a cat in heat.
After the first hour and a half in the room with Damon, he had imported some doctor friend who was apparently a fellow Coastie. The guy—Tejal Desai, who didn’t sound the least bit foreign with his Brooklyn accent—had taken her vitals and given her a cursory exam.
She understood she’d been given a drug and that Damon wanted to be sure she didn’t succumb to any bad side effects, but the raging need in her blood was the side effect that felt the most dire.
That damn piece of lucky quartz crystal she’d been carrying around tonight sure hadn’t done its job.
“I want to go home if you’re not going to touch me,” she announced, watching Damon’s back as he spoke in hushed tones with the doctor who’d politely insisted she call him by his first name.
“You can ride with me,” Tejal said to Damon, loud enough for her to hear. “I’m heading back to the San Juan Sector, so I can take you to her hotel. We can go out the back.”
“We’re going to wait for Enrique, Doc. I don’t want to involve you any more than I have to. Enrique will give us a lift out of here and I’ll pick up my car tomorrow.”
Lacey twisted in the sheets, wishing they could jump in Tejal’s car and leave. She wanted to be in her hotel room with Damon, seducing him into taking the edge off this horrendous drug that made her feel like a sex-crazed porn star in some low-budget flick.
“You think I’ve gone soft working in the medical office? I don’t need you watching my ass, Craig.” Tejal checked his timepiece. “How much longer before Enrique will be here?”
“He had to come from Borinquen.” Damon frowned as he stared at Lacey on the bed. “But it shouldn’t be much longer.”
“Long enough for a quickie?” she asked, knowing she’d never say something like that in front of another man if it weren’t for the drug running through her veins that seemed to shut down her filtering system.
Tejal coughed into his hand while Damon moved his friend farther away from her bed. Lacey had to strain to hear the rest of their conversation.
And no, she didn’t much care that she was eavesdropping when it took all of her restraint just to keep a lid on her sexual urges.
The doc was speaking again, scrubbing a hand over a balding head that leaned more to the Ed Harris look than a cue ball.
“I’d stay if I thought she was in any danger, but her vitals are good and I don’t think she ingested much of the drug. I’ll test her blood back at the lab and let you know for sure, but she shouldn’t suffer more than a hangover similar to a night of drinking.” He shrugged. “We’ve seen plenty of Ecstasy cases at the clinic, and hyperthermia is the biggest cause for concern. Just make sure to keep track of her body temperature. If she starts to spike, bring her in and I’ll open the urgent-care facility for you.”
Lacey nearly wept with relief. The doctor was leaving. He’d practically said there wasn’t a damn thing they could do for her at this point, so why did they need to hold back on giving her the, ah…medicine she needed most?
“Thanks, Doc.” Damon took a thermometer from him and followed him to the door. “I know you don’t make house calls—”
“House calls, no. But it’s not the first time someone’s called in a panic from this place.” Tejal clapped Damon on the shoulder. “For that matter, we know when the deployable operations guys call in that there might be something bigger going down.”
Damon nodded but remained silent as if he wasn’t at liberty to talk about his work. Even through the drug-induced sensation, Lacey could tell Damon had more pull than she’d first realized.
“No need for comment,” Tejal assured him, his Brooklyn accent sounding far too streetwise for an aging military doc. “And say what you will, I’m still going to sit out front until I see Enrique come in and exit safely with you.”
He was half out the door before Lacey managed to call another thank-you, her brain starting to get wind of how much danger they might be in. Up until now she’d realized that Damon wanted to catch a big-time drug dealer. But she hadn’t given much thought to the fact that the drug dealer was supposedly violent.
And that he might have had a hand in slipping Ecstasy into her drink.
As Damon closed the door on his friend, leaving them alone in this tacky, sex-drenched, pseudo hotel room, Lacey wasn’t just faced with a man to whom she was wildly attracted; she now gazed at a man who would do anything to protect her. A man who just might hold her safety—her life—in his hands.
 
LACEY CAME AFTER HIM like a freight train.
Damon had barely shut the door behind Tejal and a boatload of worries about Lacey when she sprang out of bed and leaped into his arms, all warm woman and willingness.
She wrapped herself around him, her lips parting against his for a long moment until she dipped lower. Her tongue stroked upward along his neck and she repeated the motion over and over again on the same stretch of skin. He would have sworn the action must follow the path of some vein that led straight to his erection.
Talk about hitting below the belt.
“Lacey.” He wanted to say more. To tell her what a bad idea this was, but she’d sort of stunned him. He stood there, holding on to her since she hadn’t bothered leaving her feet on the floor, waiting for his brain to kick back into gear. “Enrique will be here soon. There are bad guys outside and we need to be ready to leave the minute we hear from him.”
“I’m sorry I insisted on coming here.” She pulled back, staring at him with blue eyes that weren’t quite as dilated as they’d been earlier.
Thank God. Maybe she really was starting to shake off the effects of the drug someone had slipped into her drink. Tejal had taken her glass along with her blood sample so they’d know by dawn what had been used on her. Either way, Damon took it as a good sign that they seemed to have weathered the worst of her trip with no great ill effects other than discomfort on her part and a rage so thick he could barely swallow it on his.
“It’s not your fault.” He meant that. “I shouldn’t have underestimated Castine. The sleazeball must have a reason for singling you out. He had to be behind this.”
Damon knew that as sure as he stood here. He just didn’t know what reason a drug kingpin would have for following around a Florida matchmaker on vacation in Puerto Rico, when the guy had a big deal ready to go down. The guy had taken a stupid risk that could screw up his whole operation. And while that might be great for Damon’s mission, he couldn’t allow anything to happen to Lacey in the process.
“I don’t want to be responsible for you getting hurt.” She murmured the words between kisses as she wrapped her legs tighter around his waist.
And, oh man, when was Enrique going to be here? Damon had been trained to stay focused under all kinds of distractions, most notably during the early stages of hypothermia or while battling the bends. But his training fell short when it came to maintaining reason with a hot woman intent on seduction stuck to him like a second skin.
“Believe me, I feel the same way about not wanting to see you hurt.” Gently he pried her from him, unlocking her feet to set her back on the floor. He didn’t think she’d slap him with a lawsuit for engaging in sex while she was still under the influence, but he had his own code of ethics to consider.
Touching Lacey right now wasn’t a good idea.
His phone rang then, saving him from having to justify his actions to her. Reminding him of the last cell-phone call he’d received…
God, it had been one hell of a night.
“Craig here.”
“I’m inside, man.” Enrique’s voice had never been so welcome. “I’m looking at a tranny dressed like Barbara Streisand humping a stripper’s pole, so please tell me we’re getting out of here soon.”
“You parked out front?” Damon peered around the crimson-colored back room that had been their hide-away for the last two hours and didn’t see anything they’d left behind. He grabbed Lacey’s hand and pulled her toward the door.
“Yeah. I gave the bouncer a deuce to make sure no one touches my car while it idles.”
“We’re coming at you from the west.” Damon pushed his way through a crowd around the entrance to the handful of back rooms. Apparently, they were rented by the hour and had a quick turnover, making him regret that he’d had to bring Lacey into one of them at all. “I see you. Go back to the exit and we’ll meet you there. I’ll feel better if you’re in the car before us.”
“Can do.”
Even from across the club, Damon could see Enrique part the crowd like Moses at the Red Sea. The guy was big and built like a Mack truck. He might have the good-ole-boy act down pat, but at the end of the day, no one messed with him.
Damon led them out a maze of narrow corridors that had to be fire hazards. He’d have to report the place for safety violations along with condoning the circulation of illegal drugs, but for tonight he was just grateful to get the hell out of there.
 
LACEY HAD NEVER BEEN so thankful to arrive in a hotel room.
A clean, gorgeously appointed hotel room where she didn’t have to worry about drug dealers in Hummers coming after her or strangers slipping toxins into her drink.
The ride back to San Juan had been brief since Loiza wasn’t far in miles, even though it felt like an abandoned little world all its own. Here, from the comfort of the El San Juan Hotel and Casino, she could look out at the water over Isla Verde, a stretch of shore comparable to Miami Beach for its glittering hotels and rampant tourism. Starbucks was here. Liveried doormen worked the entrances. Life felt safe again.
“How are you feeling?” Damon had come in ahead of her to check out the room. He’d searched for bad guys and wiretaps, listening devices and cameras before he’d allowed Enrique to escort her in.
“Fine.” She pulled two waters from the minibar and tossed one to Damon. “Sort of good, actually. Like when you get a little buzz from wine, but I don’t feel dizzy anymore.”
Whatever she’d ingested now simply made her hyperaware of her body, her senses fine-tuned to the smallest detail.
In fact, right now she watched Damon move around the room with enviable speed, his mouthwatering body a tantalizing delight for her eager eyes. He double-checked the window, unplugged the phone and threw a spare blanket over the entertainment center where the TV perched alongside a series of photos of Isla Verde Beach.
“What are you doing?” she asked, ready to help in the hope she could still lure him into her arms tonight. Because even though the most intense edge of the drug had left her, she still felt itchy for him.
Her blood sang with need, her skin tight and tingly, as she waited and hoped that he would undress her and fix all that was wrong with her.
“Just making double sure there’s no sign of anyone spying on you with cameras or other devices.” He checked over the light fixtures beside the bed. Thankfully, his new task put him on the mattress, where she’d been waiting.
She lunged, tackling him where he sat. The surprise attack yielded delicious results and she sat on his chest a few seconds later, his heart pounding right below her spread legs. She thought she’d crawl right out of her skin if he didn’t touch her soon. It seemed like she’d been suffering for hours. Days.
“I thought that’s why we were going to turn the lights off.” Grabbing the hem of her tank top, she tugged it up and off, launching it across the room to land on top of one lamp.
“Some cameras have night-vision technology.” He flipped her over so fast she thought the wind was knocked out of her for a moment.
But no, that was just a side effect of the Ecstasy. He handled her carefully enough, she just felt everything to a higher degree. And, oh my, wouldn’t that translate into a seriously hot time between the sheets?
“Damon, he doesn’t even know I’m staying here.” She’d gotten the note from him back at her old hotel on the other side of the island. He had no reason to look for her in San Juan. “Besides, how good can the images be from a night-vision camera?”
She didn’t want this hum of sexual energy to wear off before he touched her. After a whole life spent taking the more practical approach to men and sex—an approach inspired by her mother’s blatant cow-eyed romantic perspective—Lacey liked how good it felt to not think about what she was doing. She was only concerned with how incredible Damon would make her feel.
“You might not appreciate even a blurry image of yourself posted on YouTube tomorrow morning.”
Still, he moved to quickly finish whatever it was he was doing with the electronics in the room. Turning away from the lamp, he found her gaze and held it for a long moment before he turned off the light.
Darkness clouded the room, descending on her like a kinky blindfold. Her other senses leaped to life, channeling the unused visual stimulation into what she felt. Smelled. Heard.
A rustling a few feet away told her he’d moved closer. The swish of fabric sounded sort of like a shirt coming off as his steps padded near. Nearer.
She wrapped her arms around herself to still the trembling deep within her. In the dark she heard his breathing, steady but quick. Did he want this as much as she did?
The question rolled around in her head for a moment, reaching through the lust-fog to rattle her.
“Damon?” She stretched an arm out to find him while a shiver raced down her spine. “I want you. But I don’t want you to, you know, do this just for me.”
Although, with the way her body felt, she’d need to find some way to take the edge off or she’d never get any sleep tonight. It was already three in the morning.
“I won’t do anything at all unless I’m sure you’re out of the drug haze.” His hands found her and guided her forward. “I wouldn’t take advantage of you like that.”
Two halting steps later she was plastered against his hard, lean length. His warm, broad chest. Muscular thighs. He’d left his T-shirt on, but gotten rid of the other shirt. His jeans did nothing to hide how much he wanted her.
Desire flooded her belly and breasts as a familiar tension knotted inside her.
Her fingers dug into his shoulders as her knees buckled from a fresh wave of hunger. “I don’t think I can stand it if all we’re going to do is cuddle.”
A dark laugh ripped from his throat.
“Sweetheart, you may be the first woman in history to say that. But I’ll bet there are other ways to take the edge off where I won’t feel like I’m taking advantage.” He toyed with the bra strap at her shoulder.
Her heart stuttered in her chest. “It’s not like it would be the first time we touched each other, though. So how could you think it would be taking advantage of me?”
She had to try to appeal to his logic. Reason. Get around that damn stalwart sense of honor to convince him to be with her.
His hand worried the strap, making her crazy.
“Just because a woman says yes once doesn’t mean she’ll always say yes.” He lowered his voice, the gravelly note sliding over her skin with a tingly caress.
“Maybe you don’t recall, but our past sexual history amounts to more than once, Damon Craig. And an honorable man would want to ease the worst of my symptoms and take care of me to the very best of his ability now that we’re safe. Alone.” She licked her lips, wanting to feel his kiss there.
“You sound pretty damn lucid to me,” he growled, lowering his thumb into the satin cup of her bra. Hovering above the tight peak.
“Not at all like I’m in a drug haze, right?” She nipped his ear, so hungry for him she thought she’d go out of her ever-loving mind.
“I don’t want you to regret this.” He bit out the words through gritted teeth and she hated to think she was asking for more than he could give. But damn it, why couldn’t he be reasonable?
“I’ll regret going somewhere dangerous and drinking tainted soda, but I’m not going to regret asking for help getting through the night.”
“How can I fight you?” His thumb finally descended to the taut peak of her aching nipple and circled.
The motion sent a ripple of excitement between her thighs, forcing her to grind her hips against him. The act was shameless. Wanton. And felt so damn good she wanted to cry.
“Please, please, please,” she whispered, needing him so desperately she couldn’t worry about the drugs in her system or what tomorrow might bring if a dealer was stalking her. Damon was here for her tonight and—finally—volunteering for duty.
He backed her away from the bed until her shoulder came upon something solid. The door to the bathroom maybe. Fleetingly, she wondered why he’d take her there, away from the comfort of expensive sheets and goose-down pillows, but mostly she wanted his hand inside her panties.
Sealing her lips to his, she stroked his tongue, drawing on it. With a wriggle of her hips and some help from her hands, she started to push down her skirt.
“Leave it,” he ordered, breaking the kiss as he tugged her bra down to bare her breasts completely. “Leave it all on.”
He lowered his mouth to a nipple, laving her with his tongue while his hands hauled up her skirt. Pushed aside her panties.
Pleasure exploded inside her even before he slipped his finger all the way in. Her release squeezed him hard, over and over again as wave after wave of fulfillment rocked her. He never let go of her, holding her steady against the door while her knees melted beneath her.
When the shudders slowed, he tipped back from her, as if to look at her even though they were still in total darkness.
“Are you okay?” He kept his hand between her legs, his palm hot and hard against her clit.
And sweet saints above, she wanted him all over again.
“Yes. Just—” She moistened her lips, unused to being so frank with a man. “I want you inside me.”
“Your wish is my command.” Releasing his intimate hold on her, he lifted her in his arms. “I’m taking us over to the bed, but I want you to pull the covers off and bring them with us to lie on the floor.”
She tried to think about something besides the fire inside her, but her brain kept shutting down as if her sex drive had an override switch.
“Why?” she finally managed, snatching up the comforter when he swooped her down to the king-size bed.
“I can’t fall asleep tonight while I’m watching over you.” He carried her back toward the bathroom door—or somewhere away from the bed. She’d lost her bearings in the dark.
“Lay it down right here.” He spoke close to her ear, his voice vibrating through her body since he held her close to his chest.
With an effort, she heaved the comforter to the floor and then wrapped her arms around his neck, more interested in getting him on top of her than worrying about blankets. She’d never been so uninhibited, so free to act on every naughty impulse, and she wouldn’t waste a second of it.
So before they even made it down to the cotton ticking covering the floor, she reached between their bodies to stroke the hot, hard length of him.
Damon nearly stumbled to his knees at the unexpected feel of Lacey’s hand caressing him. Only with superhuman concentration did he remain upright, gripping her tight in his arms as he lowered them both, carefully, to the floor.
Lacey might be lost in a world of sensation—some of which was probably still drug-enhanced—but he needed to remain alert. Sharp. He didn’t trust that Castine hadn’t followed them here, even though he hadn’t seen any sign of a tail on Enrique’s car.
But it sucked having to keep his wits about him when Lacey so obviously wanted him in every way humanly possible. The realization would have been even more tantalizing if she hadn’t been wading through the last hours of an Ecstasy trip. As it stood, he needed to maintain a sense of her general heart rate and body temperature to be sure she didn’t suffer any side effects. And he’d sure as hell be close enough to keep track of both those things. He’d drive her back to the base tomorrow for a follow-up, but for tonight, he couldn’t let her suffer. Not when her eyes had cleared enough that he knew she understood what she was asking for.
Besides, he knew enough about the enhanced tactile responses in people who used Ex. He wouldn’t subject her to sleeping in that big bed alone when she was so wound up she could hardly sit still.
This was for her benefit, damn it. Not for the good of his Johnson that was definitely loving every second of this.
“Lacey,” he ground out between his teeth as her silky fingers smoothed a path down the thick vein running up his shaft. “I don’t think you’ll want to, ah, waste this time by not having me inside you.”
Which was code for the fact he’d lose it any second if she kept this up. He rose to strip off his clothes before rejoining her.
“Really?” She sat up beside him, her hip bumping his knee as she made herself comfortable between his thighs. “I thought you might reward me all the more thoroughly if I paid more attention to you first.” She circled the head with her fingertip and then bent forward until soft strands of her hair skimmed his hip. “Besides, every way we touch feels so good that I don’t want to miss anything.”
Her lips slid along the top of his shaft, a slick pressure that switched on a furnace inside him. The room was quiet except for the little sighs of pleasure she breathed against him, her mouth taking more and more of him until he thought he’d lose it.
Burying his fingers in her hair, he held her there for a long moment, wanting everything she offered him so sweetly. But he knew the drug would make her sexually restless and he planned to be inside her for as long as possible to take the edge off.
“Come here.” He tugged her up by her shoulders, knowing damn well that one more caress of her nimble tongue and he’d be a goner. “You need this as much as I do.”
He found her jaw and cupped it in one hand, guiding her close. He settled her on his lap, helping her straddle his thighs. She’d peeled off the rest of her clothes at some point, her curves exposed. As he aligned their bodies and a sweat broke out along his back from restraint, he wished like hell he could see her.
After he rolled on a condom, he stroked a thumb along her lower lip, feeling her expression even if he couldn’t see it. She nipped the tip, drawing him into her mouth to suckle until he had no choice but to nudge his way inside her.
Her mouth went slack on his thumb and he could feel the way her head lolled back, her hair spilling lower on her shoulders as her neck curved. A low moan escaped her lips, vibrating through her whole body everywhere they touched.
Her skin felt hot and he knew a second’s worry about side effects, but then he felt hotter than her. If either one of them was going to incinerate from this joining, it’d be him.
Plunging all the way inside her, he thrust deep. She felt so good. The best. He’d never been with someone so willing to follow him anywhere—on the beach, against a tree, in strange hotel rooms—anytime.
And all at once he wanted it to be real. To be about more than helping her through an Ecstasy trip or keeping her away from Castine. He wanted this kind of all-consuming connection with someone when it wasn’t attached to his job or her job or—
“It feels sooo amazing.” Lacey wrapped her arms around him and kissed him, pressing every inch of herself against him as she ground her hips into his. “I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of this.”
Her words touched him with a sincerity she couldn’t possibly mean. And damn, but he couldn’t let himself get caught up in a woman who would only be leaving at the end of the week. A woman who might very well be playing him.
Shoving aside the knot of contradictory thoughts, he lost himself in the heady glide of her body all around him. This much at least—this intense physical connection, the mind-blowing chemistry that had drawn him to her from the minute he’d laid eyes on her—that part was real. He couldn’t deny it any more than he could pretend she wasn’t getting under his skin in a big way.
Covering her mouth, he kissed her, savoring the way her whole body quivered at his touch. He stroked her tongue with slow, methodical sweeps and reached between their bodies to touch her clit in that same way, mirroring the caresses until she cried out. Tensed. Shuddered with another climax.
He let go then, relinquishing that tight restraint to let himself feel how good it was to be buried inside her. He followed her almost instantly, his blood roaring in his ears as he shouted her name. Clutched her to his chest like a drowning man would a life preserver.
The very thought humbled the hell out of him. Made him realize he might be over his head with her. With this investigation. With a life that had gone off the rails ever since his last girlfriend walked out.
But no matter how much he wanted some time and space to figure out what to do next, he wouldn’t leave Lacey in the dark to fight off another wave of intense sexual hunger because of some drug he might have actually brought into her life. He’d been the one to intervene when she’d been on her ill-fated date with Castine. What if Damon’s ties to the Coast Guard had brought all this attention to Lacey?
He would make damn sure tonight was the last time she suffered the consequences of knowing him.


9

LACEY SMILED as she opened her eyes late that morning. The night had been a blur, but it sure had ended on a high note.
Waking up on the floor of a decadent hotel room beside Damon, their clothes flung to the four corners like they’d been caught in a cyclone, she couldn’t help smiling at what they’d shared.
Sitting up in the tangle of sheets they’d torn off the bed, she could see around her, thanks to the sunlight peeking through the sides of the window blinds. She remembered Damon leaving her side once more to take apart various light fixtures and air-duct vents to be sure the room was clean. He’d pronounced the place a hundred percent bug free before dawn.
“Morning.” Damon stirred beside her, his eyes clear and alert even though he hadn’t slept all night. “Are you feeling okay?”
She nodded, but the motion brought a small throb to her temple.
“For the most part.” She massaged her forehead and tucked the sheet more tightly around her. She felt strangely domestic next to this man who was some kind of military supercop for illegal drugs. And a man like that shouldn’t give her any warm fuzzies. “A little sore, maybe.”
She’d noticed the burn between her legs when she sat up. Every muscle in her calves, thighs and glutes protested her movement.
He gave a short bark of laughter.
“Please tell me you remember instigating last night.”
“I remember practically begging you to take off your clothes, yes.” Grinning, she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, self-conscious at being with him first thing in the morning when she must look like a train wreck. Visions of smeared makeup were already making her feel like a lowlife.
Damon, on the other hand, looked as hot as if he’d just stepped out of the shower. And maybe he had. His short hair hadn’t moved an inch overnight.
But that wasn’t all that appealed to her. Last night she’d seen a whole different side to him. A facet that was more than just fiercely protective. He’d been sensitive. Considerate to her needs. In many ways, he’d been the kind of man she would have chosen for herself based on her list of traits she would want in a man on her profiling system.
And knowing that—how close he came to what she wanted most—unsettled her in the bright light of the morning after. Especially when all of those wonderful traits were wrapped up in a tough-guy arrogance she normally would never go for.
“You tested my endurance to the limits, woman.” He peered at her out of the corner of his eye before he got off the floor to put on his shorts.
Lacey’s eyes followed him, amazed at the sharp definition of each muscle in his body as he moved. Admittedly, there were benefits to being with an unapologetic alpha male.
“But you have to remember it was for a good cause,” she assured him. “I was suffering mightily before you agreed to help me.”
“I’m called to serve.” He roamed around the room, picking up his clothes, and she wondered if this morning felt as awkward for him as it did for her.
And wouldn’t that be another lightbulb moment for her? Who said the alpha male had to feel secure in every situation? He only had to behave like he owned the world.
“So will your friend’s medical lab give us scientific proof of what kind of drug I was given?” She remembered the enhanced sense of daring and the lowered inhibitions she’d felt, especially during the early part of the night. “Oh God.”
She remembered something else, too.
“What?” He tossed her his T-shirt as he slid into his silk dress shirt.
“Did I practically hump you on the dance floor?” She recalled wrapping her leg around him in the club. While people were watching them.
“While I’d like to think you wanted to…No. You didn’t.” He retrieved his pants from an overstuffed sofa in the corner of the room.
“But I made a spectacle of myself nevertheless.” She could recall all the sets of eyes on her and the way she’d flaunted herself shamelessly.
“It wasn’t your fault.” He slid into the pants and just like that, he also slipped into his lieutenant shoes, his cool, remote military side stepping into the room. “Especially since we think it was methylenedioxy-methamphetamine that went into your drink. Ecstasy is a psychedelic and a stimulant. Potent stuff.”
Indignation flooded her all over again, especially with Damon roaming around the hotel room like some international spy, peering out the blinds at the beach below and listening at the door as if the bad guys were out in the hall about to bust in for a shoot-out.
Did he think someone had tracked them to the hotel during the night?
“Tejal told me to come in and see him today.” She had no clue if her healthcare network would cover her medical costs down here, but she’d pay out of pocket if necessary. If there might be any long-term side effects of this episode, she wanted to know.
“I’ll go with you. If you don’t mind driving us there, I can find someone to take me out to Loiza and retrieve my car.” He peeled his gaze away from the parking lot to gauge her response.
“Of course. I’d appreciate the help locating his office.”
“Do you mind if I ask you about your friendship with the woman you spoke to at the club last night? Tatiana?” He took a seat on a chair close to the blankets where she sat.
She pulled some of the covers up on her lap, needing more of a barrier between them when she dealt with Damon the military man. This wasn’t the same person who’d lavished attention on her for half the night, feeding every one of her desperate, hungry needs.
“Sure.” She reached for her bra under the bed and wound it around her while keeping Damon’s T-shirt in place. She wasn’t sure she could bare any more of herself to him right now, not when the conversation had turned so tense.
“You said you met her at the beach.”
“I bought a necklace from her at Playa del Vega Baja and she gave me a little good-luck stone for a present.” She backed her arms out of the T-shirt sleeves and shoved them through the bra straps before redressing. “She struck me as sort of—”
“What?”
“Actually, she fit the whole counterculture stereotype, so maybe it’s not surprising that she also sells drugs on the side.” Her mother had never gone that far, but then, Lacey hadn’t known her in the years of her wild youth.
Frustrated, she tossed aside the covers that she’d been hiding under and stalked around the room to hunt for clean underwear and a pair of shorts.
“Counterculture?” Damon picked up the blankets from the floor and laid them on the bed. “You mean like a flower child or something?”
“I guess. She had sort of this live-and-let-live vibe, and she kept talking about how beautiful Puerto Rico was.” She burrowed in her suitcase on the other side of the bed which she hadn’t bothered to unpack. “Come to think of it, I was sort of weirded out by some of the vials she had. They could have had drugs in them. I thought one looked like blood, but then I figured she must have been selling some kind of herbal stuff.”
“Did you report her?”
“I hardly gave it any thought. She was showing off her wares on a public beach so I guess it didn’t occur to me she’d really have something illegal among the leather anklets and shell necklaces.” She dressed in khaki shorts and traded his T-shirt for a red one of her own. “Did I fail in my public duty?”
His gaze narrowed and she realized she’d gotten snippy. Uptight for very little reason. But then, according to her family, she did that a lot.
Before she could apologize, he rose from the chair and headed for the door.
“Not at all. You ready to go?” His jaw was set, and his cool, alpha-male face was very much in place again. Remote. Aloof. Captain America.
“Wait.” She followed him to the door, recognizing her morning-after defensiveness. “I’m sorry. I don’t have any right to give you a hard time when you’re only trying to help me.”
“You’ve been through a lot the past few days.” Brushing a hand through her hair, he gave her an out even though she felt she didn’t deserve one.
Her heart melted a little more. She fought the urge to lean into him. To lean on him. It would be all too easy to do with a man so capable and caring. No matter that she didn’t know about his five-and ten-year goals or his top requirements in a romantic partner, she was falling for Damon Craig. And if she wasn’t careful, she’d be in over her head before the week was out.
“And I’m ready to put it all behind me after we see the doctor.” She kept her hands at her sides, unwilling to touch him when she was so vulnerable inside. “But I need ten minutes to hop in the shower first.”
With a quick nod, he agreed to her terms while she hurried toward the bathroom. She reached the door when his cell phone rang. At the same moment, she realized she should bring some clean clothes with her and she detoured back toward her suitcase.
So it was completely by accident that she heard him answer the phone in his usual, clipped greeting.
“Craig here.”
What surprised her as she searched for any pair of shorts that didn’t need ironing was the way his voice changed dramatically the next moment.
“Kelly?” Damon’s eyes flashed over to Lacey, his dark gaze uneasy.
Or was that her own insecurity talking?
Hurrying her pace, Lacey raced for the bathroom and shut the door behind her. She turned the hot water on full blast and let the sound of running water fill her ears. But even as the first drops hit the tile floor, she knew the pounding of the water would never drown out the memory of how Damon’s voice had turned low and intimate for another woman. His tone had been secretive. Suggestive.
And as she stepped into the stinging spray of the hot jet stream, Lacey had to wonder if all that sensitivity she’d seen in him earlier had been in the imagination of a woman who still wanted to believe in the perfect match.
 
“YOU DIDN’T CALL ME BACK last night.”
It took a moment for Kelly’s words to penetrate his brain, since Damon’s mind was on Lacey and what she must think of him taking phone calls from another woman while the sheets were still warm from their night together. He hadn’t given much thought to what he was doing in an intensely physical relationship after a year of retreating from the dating world completely, but the awkward moment made him think about it now.
Because whether he and Lacey ever saw each other again after this week—an idea that rolled around in his head with enticing possibility—he had no business talking to Kelly now.
“I got tied up last night,” he told her, all the while listening to the shower run in the next room. Where Lacey was currently naked and thinking he was a lowlife. He paced the floor to work off a mess of frustrations he couldn’t fix right now.
“But I have information you need,” she retorted, her voice sounding stronger and more emphatic than he remembered from their final conversations after their breakup, when she’d been tripping or strung out or both.
Had she cleaned up her act? Not that it mattered for a relationship that was dead and gone. But he hoped so for her sake.
“I’m listening.” He felt more comfortable talking to her here than he had last night at the bar where anyone might overhear. Besides, he wasn’t about to call her back from a landline if it meant he had to stay on the phone with her longer. He already felt like enough of a traitor to Lacey.
“I know you’re at Borinquen now, and a few old friends of mine have been spending a lot of time partying down there the last few months.”
“Is that right?” He tore his gaze from the bathroom door to key in to what Kelly was saying. No matter how he felt about her, if her connections as a user could help him bust Castine, he wouldn’t hesitate to leverage them.
“Yes.” She paused on the other end, then lowered her voice. “These girls have serious habits, and now that I’ve quit, I want to help them.”
He wasn’t going to ask about her addiction now, when he had to take Lace to the doctor. Better to focus on whatever information Kelly thought she had. Back when he’d known her, she’d been sharp. She’d taken pride in her logical approach to life. If she was clean again, she might have some great insights to offer on Castine’s business. But if not…he had to suspect her motives.
“And how do you think you’re going to do that?”
“By telling you what I’ve heard about their supplier. He’s a big gun, Damon, and I know that’s who your group goes after whether you admit it or not.”
“C’mon, Kel. Not on the phone, okay?” He knew a moment’s regret about not having a more secure connection, but damn it, she’d known him long enough to understand she shouldn’t talk about his work on the phone.
“Right. Anyway, this guy is hosting a party barge that leaves out of Rincon.”
Damon tensed, recognizing the name of the nearby beach community famous for its big waves and surfing. This was the same event Castine had told Lacey about.
“Are you sure?”
Rincon was damn close to the Coast Guard Air Station at Borinquen. Castine would have to be pretty damn cocky to think he could pull off something so blatant right under the Coast Guard’s nose.
“Supersure. They invited me down for the launch party, but I’m staying out of that circuit.” She hesitated. “I messed up by getting involved with it in the first place.”
The soft, confidential tone sounded like a woman who wanted to segue into true-confessions time. Or maybe revisit old-relationship ground. And that damn well wasn’t happening.
“Kelly, I need names. People names. Ship names. Do you have anything more concrete for me?”
“No. But I hear the ringleader is going to be on board this barge. My friends can’t wait to meet him because he’s supposed to be supergenerous to the women he, um, likes best.”
“Nice friends you’ve got there, Kel.” He shook his head as the water stopped running in the next room and he wondered how he’d ended up with a woman whose values were so far removed from his own. “Thanks for the tip.”
“Damon?” Kelly sounded worried all of a sudden. “I’m really sorry.”
She didn’t clarify what she was sorry for. The drugs? Trolling for a new guy behind his back? But then, he didn’t need to know. He was sorry for a few things himself. He might not have cheated on her with another woman, but he’d placed her second for their whole relationship.
“Me, too.” As he stared at the bathroom door again, imagining Lacey wrapping her warm, wet body in a towel, he recalled exactly why he shouldn’t try and see her after this week was over.
Thumbing the off button to disconnect, he swallowed the old regrets easier than the newest one. He wouldn’t be able to discuss Kelly’s phone call with Lacey any more than he could discuss any of the specifics of the upcoming operation to corner Castine with his newest shipment.
Ignoring the pang of conscience that told him there ought to be a better way, he phoned Enrique to relay the newest information. Once again he put his work first. Nothing had changed except that this new woman in his life was a hell of a lot tougher to relegate to the back burner than his ex had been.
Damon didn’t know what aspect of that realization sucked worst. The discovery that maybe he hadn’t cared about Kelly as much as he’d once thought? Or the news that Lacey Sutherland already meant more to him than any woman he’d ever known?
 
“IS IT JUST ME, or does it seem like two people who’ve boinked as much as we have ought to know each other better than we do?”
Lacey’s words were so unexpected later that morning that Damon had to laugh.
His thoughts had been a million miles away for most of their drive out to Borinquen. He’d convinced her to let another military doc look her over, since Tejal had been called out on duty somewhere for the day. The urgent-care facility in San Juan was crowded and the wait time would have been long anyhow. Plus, he needed a way to get to work without his car since they’d left it at In the Flesh.
Now, cruising west on Route 2 toward the base, they drove past 1001 small shops selling car parts that seemed to thrive in this section of the island. Wind whipped over them with the top down, the warmth of another perfect day at odds with the formerly somber mood in the car.
“Boinked?” He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he swerved around a pothole.
“You have to admit, things got hot and heavy so quick that we haven’t really talked about regular stuff,” she explained, glancing at him across the console, her blond hair all the kinkier after her quick shower before they left her hotel room.
In her red T-shirt with no makeup and her natural curls flying, she looked like a surfer chick right down to the freckles dotting her nose. He hadn’t noticed those before and guessed they were something the days in the sun had brought out.
“Maybe you have a point.” He was just glad she hadn’t brought up the phone call that he couldn’t discuss. At least not until Castine was in custody. “Are you planning to use those matchmaking skills to figure out why we’re so hot together?”
He wove the rental around an iguana sunning himself on the road. As they neared a local beach, the smoky scents of barbecued meats wafted through the vehicle.
“Don’t you want to know how our profiles sync up?” He heard the challenge in her voice. There was something endlessly prickly about this woman. Starchy, almost.
Oh, it hadn’t been there last night. Sex in general seemed to make it disappear. But she had a natural defensiveness about her whether they were talking about her job or her personal life. Curiosity about her—about what made her that way—prompted him to realize she might be onto a good idea after all.
There could be some value in learning more about the people you got close to. If he’d thought to get to know Kelly on a deeper level, maybe he would have understood how vulnerable she’d been, left on her own in the middle of Nowheresville, Alaska.
But while it might be interesting to see what made Lacey tick, what the hell might she read into him if he filled out that damn profile she put so much stock in?
“I guess,” he hedged, feeling off his game today. And thank God the medical center wasn’t too much farther. “But I’ve got my hands full this afternoon.”
He needed to follow up on the lead Kelly had given him about the party barge out of Rincon and pin down the origins of the drug Lacey had been given last night.
“Oh. We don’t have to analyze the profiles today anyhow. I’m not feeling my best, to be honest.” She tilted her head sideways onto the fist she’d propped up with an elbow on the door.
Her admission sucker punched him, reminding him he needed to treat her with a little more sensitivity while her body still processed the aftereffects of the drug. No doubt the chemical wouldn’t be out of her system for another ten or twelve hours.
“We’re almost to the medical center.” He sped up to pass an old junker painted with political messages and advertisements. “The docs there will take better care of you than I have.”
She was quiet for so long he turned to look at her and saw her smiling.
“Don’t sell yourself short. You took damn good care of me last night.”
And just like that, they were connected again somehow, held together by fragile, invisible links that wouldn’t disappear just because he thought it was for the best. He was attracted to Lacey Sutherland, and no matter how much he buried his head in the demands of his job, that wasn’t going to change anytime soon.
He just hoped he could distance himself from that attraction enough to let her leave at the end of the week without any regrets.
“So,” Lacey began, tugging a strand of curls off her cheek as they stopped at the last traffic light before the base. “Even if we don’t analyze them, we could at least start the process by filling out the matchmaking profiles when we have extra time. I have one in my purse if you’re going to be bored in the waiting room.”
Aw, crap.
He was cornered, but he couldn’t renege now. Not when he owed her some compassion for what she’d been through. For that matter, he owed her job more respect than he’d given it in the past. But it looked as if that distance he’d wanted wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.
 
HE NEEDED TO GIVE UP on Lacey.
Nick’s rational mind recognized this. Understood it. Agreed with it.
Too bad he’d passed the point of no return with her.
He used one of his aliases to check into the El San Juan Hotel and Casino, the same hotel where she was staying. He’d had her followed last night after she and her boyfriend had eluded him. Nick had already snuffed the guy in charge of that operation. What idiot left a calling card like two big-ass Hummers? That was fine if you wanted to make a statement. Intimidate someone. But that’s not the way a serious operator went about getting real business accomplished. If the douche bag had waited for Lacey and her boyfriend in a beat-up old Toyota the night before, Nick would have already sampled her flesh. Introduced her to exotic pleasures G.I. Joe had probably never even heard of, let alone tried.
Now, too many people in his organization knew that he wanted her. That he’d failed more than once to complete the mission. And that just wouldn’t do.
Drug runners were a breed apart. A group made up of big balls and even bigger egos. If Nick’s men thought he didn’t have the cojones to pull off his chosen missions, they’d align themselves with some brash young upstart who did.
Still, their concerns would all be put to rest when they learned his bigger plan for her. Then they’d see she hadn’t been just a plaything for the boss. Getting close to her would be seen as a strategic move for the operation.
“Here you are, Mr. Cassidy.” The hotel attendant smiled as she handed him the key card to his room. “Just take the elevators to the fourth floor and we hope you’ll enjoy your stay.”
“Is it possible to obtain a map of the hotel?” he asked, not sure if he would need it, but wishing to be prepared for all possible scenarios.
The Coast Guard man was a nuisance he was well rid of. Damon Craig had proven troublesome to the larger operation as well as to Nick’s personal venture with Lacey. Thankfully, he’d secured the outside help of the man’s druggie ex-girlfriend to ensure Craig would be chasing his tail for a while.
“Of course.” The woman leaned forward on the counter to present the map to him, her ample breasts stretching the fabric of her blouse in a way that would draw any man’s eye.
She had no idea what she was getting herself into with him. But how could he resist a small snack to tide himself over until he could secure the elusive meal he’d been hungering for all week?
“Thank you.” He tucked the map into his jacket pocket and smoothed his tie. “And would it be too forward of me to ask you for a tour at some point? In exchange for dinner, perhaps?”
The young woman’s cheeks flushed pink as she bit her lip.
“We do try to keep the guests happy,” she admitted, tucking a dark curl behind her ear as she jotted down her digits with the other hand and passed him the card. “Just let me know when you’d like me to play tour guide.”
His body responded predictably to the invitation, although not as much as it might have if the failure with Lacey didn’t still weigh on his ego. No doubt the curvy desk clerk would pay for that loss until Lacey was brought to heel.
All in good time.
“I’ll look forward to it,” he assured her, slipping the card in his pocket right next to the home address of his other future bed partner.
Because Nick would have Lacey sooner or later, even if he had to follow her all the way back home for a block of uninterrupted time with her. When Lacey was finally in his bed, he would indulge his every last desire.
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“‘YOU’VE JUST PURCHASED the newest, most technologically advanced camera on the market. Do you read the directions or simply begin using it?’
“What the hell kinds of questions are these?” Damon muttered to himself as he read the twentieth query in Lacey’s compatibility questionnaire. He sat in the waiting room outside the infirmary, feeling restless that he wasn’t in the office yet and guilty that he hadn’t brought Lacey directly here the night before.
What if she’d been slipped a stronger drug than Tejal suspected?
Damon’s pencil hovered over his answer—who read directions when they got a new gadget to mess around with?—when his cell phone rang. Stepping out into the hall with Lacey’s test under one arm, he thumbed the on button and saw from the ID it was Enrique on the other end.
He’d already set the wheels in motion to follow up on the lead from Kelly.
“Craig here.”
Medical personnel brushed by him while the facility’s PA system paged a doctor. He stepped into an old phone booth and used the empty seat behind the small screen for privacy.
“Where are you, bro? We’ve got reports of major activity coming up from the south.”
He tensed, knowing he needed to quit overthinking the dating profile and get his ass in to work.
“Have we run flights to confirm it?” They’d been waiting for a day of unusual watercraft activity as a potential sign of Castine on the move. In the past he’d flooded this section of the Atlantic with a variety of small, private vessels as a decoy from his boats’ movements.
“We’re checking out some bigger vessels farther out to sea along with any barge headed toward Rincon. Our intel is suggesting the latest shipment is too big to hide in a handful of smaller boats.” Enrique’s voice picked up volume as the background noise increased and Damon recognized the sounds of the flight line nearby.
He’d thought he had a personal reason to intercept drugs on the move before, when he’d been full of resentment about Kelly’s descent into addiction. But now the illicit crap floated freely around every major U.S. city to the point where it had ended up in Lacey’s drink without her knowing.
He would find out who wanted to hurt her. And if it was Castine, the way his gut had been telling him, he would crush the bastard and his whole operation.
“I’ll be there as soon as I can.” He didn’t have any flight time scheduled for the day, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be on base, ready to go if their intel guys turned up something. Pocketing his phone, he decided to check in with Lacey and go. He’d fix this problem at the root, and that meant putting duty before playing Joe Chivalry here.
He didn’t need to read the manual to know it was time to make tracks.
 
“HE ABANDONED YOU in some foreign hospital alone while you suffered from a drug trip?” As Lacey sat by the hotel pool later that morning, her sister screeched in her ear through her cell phone from a few thousand miles away.
Lacey had wanted her sister to know about her doctor’s visit even though she’d been avoiding Laura ever since their competition had heated up. No matter how much they picked at each other professionally, they remained close on a personal level.
A gifted child, Laura had finished college before most of her friends had declared a major. But speeding ahead of the world with her brilliant mind had never made her socially aware. She could rub people the wrong way with her manner, but she basically meant well. Lacey had been annoyed when her mathematician sis decided to follow her into the matchmaking business, but she was now beginning to believe that Laura simply couldn’t bear to watch other people doing things that she could accomplish in a smarter, faster, better way.
“The drug trip was over by then,” Lacey assured her, exhausted from a night of so little rest. “And it’s not a foreign hospital, since Puerto Rico is a U.S. territory. I was in very good hands.”
And how. She’d be thinking about Damon Craig’s hands for a long time. Too bad that memory had been tainted just a little by the mystery phone call from an unknown woman afterward. Although she hadn’t read Damon’s profile yet, she didn’t believe he would date another woman at the same time as her, so she wasn’t worried about that.
But what if he harbored feelings for someone else that he hadn’t acted on?
“So you called to make sure I knew that the family good girl had her first drug trip, but basically you’re fine?” Laura sounded less worried and more perturbed now.
How was it her sister could cut down her motives to nothing in two seconds flat?
“No.” Damn it. She did have a valid reason for calling. “I thought it would be wise for a family member to be aware of a health issue in case I have any delayed effects from the experience. You’re listed as my emergency contact for medical purposes, you know.”
“Ah. Ever the organized and practical.” Laura must have been sitting on her porch because Lacey could hear the multitude of wind chimes in the background. Her home was a temple to all things hippie. “So how’s the blog going?”
Lacey was grateful for the lack of people around the hotel’s exotic pool near the beach. She’d commandeered a private cabana in a back corner that didn’t have true walls or a ceiling but silky curtains surrounding it that allowed her to see anyone else approach. The content of her blog—her experiences at In the Flesh—was material that she couldn’t speak openly about in public without a bit of discomfort.
Funny that talking about her matchmaking business could be as socially awkward as discussing a drug trip.
“I’m going through a professional crisis, but other than that, just fine.”
“Please don’t say you’re still hung up on the number of visitors.” Laura hushed her poodle, Brillo, when the dog started to yap like crazy. “I told you the ebbs and flows of those trends mean nothing in the big mathematical scheme of things. If you took ten minutes to check out a statistics textbook, you’d see they’re in keeping with the laws of probability.”
Lacey would have a headache after three minutes of a statistics textbook, so that wasn’t going to happen. She wondered how her kooky, astrology-loving sister had ended up with such a mathematically inclined brain. No surprise her twin had never really put her degree to use. But then, maybe Laura had just been in a hurry to get to college to study most anything in order to get out of their house, the same way Lacey had been. And wasn’t that an epiphany for the day? Maybe Laura hadn’t come through their shared childhood as unscathed as Lacey had always imagined.
“Even if you’re right about that, advertisers don’t care about some theories an old Roman spouted about math. They look at visitor numbers.” Lacey had overhauled her whole matchmaking system, and still wasn’t confident she’d yield any better results when she uploaded it next week. Her obsessive online checking from the queen-size lounger at poolside told her there hadn’t been any significant jump in the site’s users or her blog’s readers, but maybe her newest entry would cause more of a stir.
She’d learned a few things about human nature last night at In the Flesh that might change her whole dating outlook. First of all, she couldn’t trust people’s knee-jerk response that they weren’t looking for love or lasting intimacy; even those who said they weren’t ready to commit had admitted—upon deeper questioning—that they would be open to a lasting relationship with the right person.
That new knowledge proved that people didn’t always know what they were looking for until they found it. Something Damon had effectively expressed to her from the night they met.
“Sure, they look at numbers. Just not very well.” Laura turned up some Native American wind flute music as if to drown out her dog with the instrument. “My system’s strengths are that I offer a comprehensive personality inventory and spin the stats in every way imaginable. That’s fun for people but I don’t ever suggest the data means a whole hell of a lot.”
“Yes, but they can read most anything they want into your stats since you don’t interpret them. They’ve got a fifty percent chance of this, a thirty percent chance of that—”
“Because matchmaking is like meteorology to me. All I can do is make some predictions and entertain on the way.”
Lacey sighed. “And you with a science-based degree. Doesn’t something seem wrong about that?”
“Attraction isn’t a science.”
Where had she heard all this before? “Spoken like a woman whose Web site isn’t in peril.” Lacey clicked through the hits to the Connections site and saw that some of the visitors had come from other dating Web sites, which was typical.
A few, however, came from more risqué sites. Naked-chick Web pages. Web sites promoting sex-enhancement products.
Normal enough. But the percent of hits from those places seemed high.
“You know, Lacey, sometimes confronting your worst fear removes a great deal of stress from life.”
“Are you suggesting I should lose my business on purpose?” Maybe her sister had been inhaling too much incense. “How about I just get a wind flute CD and crank up the music a little louder instead?”
“At least I won’t be combating ulcers by the time I’m forty.”
Lacey paused to consider that, wondering if Laura had a point. The stress had been eating her up lately. The doctor this morning—who hadn’t been nearly as cute as Tejal—had asked her about her blood pressure and sleep habits, finding both of them sub par.
Maybe she was working too hard.
“Then I guess I’ll get back to my vacation so I can keep my toes in the sand and my mind off work.”
“While you’re dodging drug runners and a puddle pirate who is too busy saving the world to look out for you? Good luck with that.”
Lacey had the urge to stick her fingers in her ears and shout over top of her sister’s words, an ancient ploy that had never worked well since Laura’s hippie bent—present from her earliest years—had given her a ridiculous amount of patience.
“Thank you,” Lacey told her, taking the high road.
“I’m not even kidding, sis. You’d better be careful down there.”
They disconnected, and Lacey tried to close her laptop and soak up the sun. But she couldn’t quite conquer the need to keep a finger between the keypad and the monitor, holding her place as if she was in the middle of War and Peace. Just in case she needed to revisit her compatibility charts for people with extrovert tendencies.
Who could relax like that? Answer—no one. Subtext of that answer—Lacey never relaxed. She thought about work all the time.
Or she had until this week when there had been some notable hours in which work had been the furthest thing from her mind.
Maybe she didn’t need to relax in the sun as much as she needed a certain lieutenant.
The idea rocked her. She’d never needed a man. Her mom’s dependency on guys had taught her how destructive the pattern could be. But maybe instead of growing into the independent woman she’d wanted to be, she’d merely traded one dependency for another.
Because Lacey needed her work. There were no two ways about it. She could practically feel the ulcer coming on already.
So, rather than give her sister the satisfaction of being right, she reached for her phone to call the only man who’d ever been capable of capturing her attention so thoroughly she wouldn’t think about her job.
Clearly Damon Craig was therapeutic for her. And as long as she was only indulging in her chosen therapy during vacation, there was no risk of turning into her mother—convinced each new man she dated could save her from the train wreck of her life.
As his phone rang on the other end, she closed her laptop all the way and allowed herself to anticipate hearing his voice.
 
“I NEED YOU to take the first flight back home.” Damon didn’t mince words when Lacey called.
He’d been planning to get in touch with her himself after the afternoon briefing. He’d followed up on the lead from his ex, and the information had proven solid. The Coast Guard had located several possible barges that could be headed toward Rincon, two of which had known connections to Castine’s operation. The lead had been well timed. Critical.
So critical it smelled like a setup to him. He’d argued against the quick movement of deployable resources to the waters off Rincon, but with no concrete reason to disbelieve the new information, he hadn’t convinced his CO to wait. But Damon’s every sixth sense was tingling, urging him to get Lacey out of town before Castine put his plans into motion.
“Excuse me?” She sounded like a miffed English teacher waiting for him to say “may I” instead of “can I.” Something about her voice made him smile inside despite all hell breaking loose around them.
“Sorry. That was a crap excuse for a greeting, I know.” He shoved a few files into his desk and walked out of his office for privacy. “What I mean is—the shit is hitting the fan around here. Castine’s buddies have been all over the island in the past twenty-four hours. The activity means he’s close to making a move.”
He wasn’t telling her anything he shouldn’t. Half of Puerto Rico knew about Castine’s reputation and that he was a person of interest to the Coast Guard.
“I don’t understand.” Her voice broke up, the cell-phone connection weak. “How does that affect me? If Castine is busy with his business interests, won’t he be less apt to bother me?”
“We haven’t ruled out that he doesn’t see you as a business interest.” He couldn’t speak at liberty here, on an unsecured phone. But he wanted to see her. Needed to get her on a plane headed home.
No matter that he’d been more attracted to her than he could remember being with any other woman. She’d made it clear she only wanted the kind of relationship he couldn’t give right now—his first priority had to be the commitment he’d made to his job. He’d been a military man long enough to know relationships had a high mortality rate around here. Especially for guys like him who didn’t leave anything on the field.
Or, in his case, in the air.
“What is that supposed to mean? I haven’t been ruled out as a business interest?” Her voice had picked up a healthy dose of irritation. “Do you really think I’m down here to buy myself a caseload of club drugs?”
“No.” He shouldn’t have started this conversation here. Not when Lacey didn’t have a clue about the information he’d learned today. “We need to meet as soon as possible. I can leave right away.”
He would ask her to come here, but he had to pick up his car, and besides, she was already close to the airport in San Juan. He just wanted to see her long enough to convince her that leaving was for the best.
In fact, when she heard what he had to say, she’d probably sprint for the nearest aircraft of her own free will. And as much as he knew that’s what had to happen, the vision of her leaving had already drained something out of him. A piece of him that he was going to miss.
“I can meet you by the hotel pool or down in the casino.” She sniffed on the other end, and he figured she must be unhappy with him to downgrade him from sharing her bed to meeting in public places.
“The casino is fine. But stay indoors in public places where people can see you at all times.” He checked his watch as he walked past a row of trees heavy with orange flowers toward the parking lot and Enrique’s truck. “I’ll be there in two hours.”
He was half-dead on his feet from no sleep the night before and the long drives back and forth between the west coast of the island and San Juan, but he’d crash in the pickup. He’d been awake this long floating in the Atlantic during his training days, so he could damn well manage a little exhaustion on dry land.
“Fine.” Was it his imagination or did she sound disappointed? “Did Tejal or one of the other doctors ever get back to you about the blood they drew from me?”
“No one phoned you?” He spotted Enrique jogging toward him, keys in hand. “They were supposed to speak to you directly, but they did confirm it was Ecstasy.”
Guilt nagged him for a whole lot of reasons when it came to her and this was just one more. Unfortunately, the docs based in Borinquen hadn’t seen Lacey as relevant to the drug runners the Coast Guard had been chasing and had no doubt dropped the ball in taking care of her, if they hadn’t informed her of the confirmed substance.
“Great. I’ll contemplate my sordid history as a user while I wait for you.”
Damon slid into the truck as Enrique unlocked it. He thought how he was going to miss her sense of humor along with a whole lot of other things when she left.
Clicking off the connection, he leaned his head back in the seat as Enrique took the wheel. Normally Damon hated riding shotgun, but right now he didn’t mind so much.
It would give him time to figure out how in hell he was going to say goodbye to Lacey so he could go after Castine full throttle.
 
THE STARBUCKS near the lobby was in full view of the casino, so Lacey figured she may as well spend her money on a grande caramel macchiato as opposed to the slot machines. She clutched her drink in her hand, savoring the warmth and the intoxicating java scent as she settled into one of the overstuffed couches near the lobby to wait for Damon.
So he could convince her to leave town.
And wasn’t that the way of it with her and men? She didn’t normally give them the time of day—too busy, too choosy—but when she did, they didn’t want to be anywhere near her. Of course Damon wanted to boot her back to the States now that she’d uncovered intriguing new facets of him that attracted her brain as much as her body. Judging by how disappointed she’d felt on the phone today, she’d have to guess her heart had gotten involved in the mix, too.
The lobby of the El San Juan was a far cry from where she’d been last night. The rich mahogany moldings were thick and elaborately carved, trimming doors and walls with extravagant details. The sitting area where she’d retreated with her coffee boasted big carved wooden pillars that separated the space into intimate, smaller conversation nooks. Each of the four enclaves featured a small dome in the ceiling, furthering the sense that she’d stepped into a high-brow personal living room instead of a busy public space. It helped that no one else had chosen to join her in the sitting room closest to Starbucks.
From her vantage point, she watched the roulette wheel, wondering where Damon would head in a casino. Would he like the mathematical appeal of blackjack the way her sister did? The James Bond sexiness of baccarat? Or the simple ease of the slots?
“Lacey.” His voice behind her startled and soothed her at the same time. In the few days that she’d known him, she’d formed a sharp, automatic response to simply hearing him speak.
Turning, she found him clutching his own coffee—generic black brew in a plain paper cup he must have bought on the way. He looked dark and dangerous with his unshaven face and the hollows under his eyes.
“You should be in bed,” she informed him, gesturing to the seat beside her. “You’re exhausted.”
“I’m fine.” He settled beside her, checking out the people around them as if he wanted to be sure she’d chosen well. “How are you feeling?”
He scrutinized her with eyes that missed nothing, taking in every detail of the slinky green dress she’d bought at the gift shop, the tiny spaghetti straps and surplice cut sexier than her usual fare. It wasn’t often she wanted to turn heads, but she’d like to think tonight she would fare better than normal in that department. Her heels alone—purple crushed-velvet sandals with a square-cut green stone at the toes—could catapult any woman from so-so to sultry.
“I feel much better than last night.” Sipping her coffee, she savored Damon’s eyes on her as much as the sweet blend of caramel syrup and caffeine. “Tejal was right—no hangover feelings. And I called the second doctor tonight to follow up on the news that I’d taken Ecstasy. He assured me there was no reason to worry about delayed effects.”
She’d weathered her first drug trip with flying colors. Too bad she couldn’t say the same about her first vacation fling. Not only was she falling for Damon Craig hard and fast—she was doing it with such little success that he couldn’t wait to boot her out of town.
“Good.” He drained the last of his coffee and rose to toss the cup. “Why don’t we walk around for a minute?”
He had that steely, superspy look about him, the one that reminded her he was as married to his job as she was to hers. She had no idea why he wanted to take a stroll around the hotel now of all times, but she didn’t mind.
“Okay.” Still holding her coffee in one hand, she slid her other arm through his, and it occurred to her he’d already changed out of his uniform. “Did you retrieve your car from Loiza today?”
He steered them around the fringes of a bar where long, thin strips of glass and mirrors were suspended from the ceiling. A wind chime to end all wind chimes if a breeze ever blew through the bar.
“Yeah. No signs of any Hummers. I had a few cigarettes stubbed out on the hood, but otherwise, everything was fine. Our intel office contacted the police and confirmed the vehicles are owned by Castine’s importing business. In particular, one is the company car for a higher-up who was reported missing by his wife this afternoon.”
“Was that what you wanted to tell me over the phone?” She’d been curious about the urgency behind his need to see her—and his desire to send her home. “What do you think that means?”
“I’m not at liberty to speculate on that. And no, that’s not what I needed to tell you.” His jaw flexed, his body tense as he brought her into the casino and leaned close to whisper in her ear. “I did a little outside research of my own today and discovered Castine might be using matchmaking Web sites to meet women. As a sex addict, he might have resorted to new means to fulfill the need.”
“Excuse me?” Her coffee sloshed over the rim of the sipping slot as she came to a halt.
“Let’s keep moving, okay?” Damon peered around the place and it occurred to her maybe he thought someone was following him. Them. “I don’t have confirmation on the addiction diagnosis. It’s a slippery label by clinical psychological standards and hasn’t really been investigated by our people, because up until now it hasn’t been relevant to the main charges we hope to lodge against him.”
Lacey blinked, trying to process too much at once. She let Damon lead her past the slot machines, where an old Puerto Rican woman in a glittery blue pantsuit pumped quarters into a machine. The woman winked at Damon before going back to her quarters.
“Why is it relevant now? Because he suggested I check out a sex club?” She kept her voice low, but she wanted answers. The pieces he’d offered didn’t fit together.
How could he have possibly used her matchmaking site to meet her?
“He might have started selling club drugs because he’s a user himself. If he’s meeting as many women as we believe, he may be plying them with drugs to coerce them into having sex with him. And if he’s guilty of those kinds of crimes, it would be imprudent to haul him in until local police have the evidence they need for their own prosecution process.”
Lacey watched the woman in the pantsuit play and wished she could be so serene. So oblivious to the dark undercurrents that swirled around her.
“Won’t drug trafficking put him away long enough for everyone to be happy?”
“That’s not fair to his victims who want to see him tried for crimes against them. Apparently he’s been rumored to be behind a night of debauchery at that club in Loiza before where four different women say someone gave them Special K—Ketamine—and raped them in a back room before releasing them.”
Lacey recognized the name. The so-called date-rape drug gave victims amnesialike symptoms, similar to if they’d been given anesthesia. She shuddered, wondering if she’d come close to that kind of experience.
Damon steered her away from the slots to a back corner by the VIP rooms.
“Are you allowed to tell me why you think he’s using matchmaking sites to meet women?” She couldn’t imagine Damon meant her site was involved.
Clients at Connections didn’t pick one another’s profiles the same way they might at other, simplified sites that let members mingle in a glorified cyber bar scene. Connections couples only met because they were chosen to meet. They had compatibility on numerous levels.
“I can’t tell you why.” He slung his arm around her as another couple emerged from one of the VIP rooms. The weight of Damon’s arm around her back drew her closer to his side, creating an intimate place to talk even amid the crowd, the blinking lights and endlessly ringing machines.
“Connections uses excellent security—” She broke off, recalling the odd influx of cyber visitors from illicit sites. Could someone have breached the site security while her focus had been elsewhere? Had she been so preoccupied with the ninety-six-percent compatibility stat and figuring out why her system had failed that she’d missed one of the most obvious answers in the book?
It wasn’t her system.
It was a virus or some other form of cyber sabotage.
“What?” Damon squeezed her at the waist, as if he could spur a response.
“That security was excellent six months ago, but I guess that doesn’t mean it’s still good now. For that matter, I noticed some glitches in our site this morning. Do you know what this means if someone compromised the Connections Web site?”
“It means you were coerced into meeting this guy, and you need to get out of the line of fire before he comes after you again.” Damon’s eyes were so dark, so wickedly intent that she almost felt sorry for any bad guy he’d ever faced.
“Well, my first thought is that maybe the profiling system didn’t fail. Maybe the system was corrupted through tampering and my match with a criminal wasn’t the system’s fault at all.” The possibility shimmered before her like a mirage, a perfect, logical answer that needed confirmation but would be the answer to a whole lot of professional problems.
“My God, I can’t believe you.” Damon released her waist, only to take her by the hand and pull her toward the exit.
“Where are we going?” She tossed her coffee cup in a trash can as she struggled to keep up.
He didn’t even bother looking back at her as he led her through the lobby toward the elevators.
“I’m going to talk sense into you while I help you pack.”
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“THIS IS A HELL OF A TIME to check your e-mail, Lacey.” Damon had pulled her suitcase out the moment they entered her hotel room, but she’d sprinted toward her laptop as if her life depended on it.
“I need answers about the security of our program. Do you realize I’ve been having a complete career meltdown over the false match my system gave me and the declining satisfaction surveys? I need to check—not just for my own peace of mind but to safeguard my clients.” Her fingers hammered the keyboard, flying over the letters as she typed.
“You can do that on the plane.” Damon nudged the suitcase closer to where she sat on the bed, laptop in hand.
She looked sexy as hell in her hot dress and crazy purple shoes. He even liked the little wire-rimmed glasses she’d slid onto her nose when she’d sat down, the lenses exaggerating the size of her eyes. Her whole get-up was a far cry from the clubbing clothes she’d worn last night and he wondered how many faces this woman had. Would he have uncovered more sides to her if he could have gotten to know her better? Longer? There was something chameleonlike about her personality, as though she enjoyed fitting in more than standing out. Although, now that he thought about it, the purple shoes weren’t exactly ordinary. She put a Lacey stamp on things, even if she tailored herself to suit the moment.
“Damon.” She paused her manic typing. “My flight doesn’t leave until Sunday. Do you really think it’s necessary I run all the way home to Florida to avoid one man?” She gave him the over-the-glasses librarian glance. “It’s not like a whole army is searching for me. Or a gang.”
“Did you hear the things I said about this guy?” He grabbed her bathing suit off the back of a nearby chair and tossed it on her suitcase, ready for her to pack.
“Yes, I did. And I will change hotels again if you think it’s necessary, but I didn’t just come here for the hell of it, Damon. I’m having some kind of—I don’t know. Life reevaluation. And something about the sun and the relaxed attitude here is helping me heal some old insecurities.” She flipped the laptop screen to face him. “And I just received word that the blog I posted today about the sex club is the most viewed feature on the Connections Web site in over three months. How can I go home when I’m finally turning the tide on this bad-luck wave that’s been pulling me under for weeks?”
Damon fisted his hand around a bright blue sweater he’d tugged off a hanger. Clearly, he wasn’t budging her without addressing her work issues first.
He lowered himself to the bed next to her feet.
“Why is this job so important to you?” He knew it went beyond a paycheck. “You carted that laptop on a blind date the first night we met, remember? Did you hope to sneak off to check your hit counter even then? Or write a blog about your date?”
“I wasn’t working that night—”
“And what about the sex club? You visited that place even though you knew it could be dicey going in since a drug dealer recommended the spot. But you wouldn’t back down because of your job. What gives?”
She pursed her lips in a thin, flat line. Thinking? Fuming? He didn’t know. She was a tough woman to read.
“First of all, I believe my business is important. That may amuse you. But I’ve seen the results when people who felt totally ‘undateable’ in the mainstream bar scene come to Connections and find someone to love who loves them back.”
Pulling off her glasses, she folded them and set them on the computer keyboard.
He was tempted to mention that while it was cool to help people fall in love, she could make the same contribution from anywhere. But she pinned him with her gaze and kept talking.
“That was me at one time. ‘Undateable’ according to the popular-culture standard. I was overweight and developed a speech impediment because my genius twin always did all the talking and I didn’t have to. I was painfully shy because of both those things. I never learned how to flirt. Never even wanted to date since my mother married one man after another who turned out to be a loser.”
Damon tried to see the woman she was describing and couldn’t reconcile the image with what he saw now. He’d thought maybe she was uptight about her job, but perhaps that was just natural defensiveness from someone who’d obviously worked hard to create a healthy dating world through her career.
“What changed you?”
“Stepfather number three tried to molest me when I was seventeen. He saw the weight problem and the speech issues and pegged me for an easy mark.”
Anger poured through him at the picture she painted.
“He thought wrong.”
“Not really.” She shrugged, the old hurt rolling off her a hell of a lot easier than he could dismiss it. “I was insecure. My real father left when I was two, which I know now was a bruise on my heart throughout my whole childhood. But back then I hadn’t figured it out yet. I just felt quietly unworthy.”
He shook his head, refusing to accept her words. Hating that she was made to feel that way. “What happened to the stepfather?”
“Eventually he did a six-month jail term and paid off a massive civil suit from yours truly. But that was only after I fixed the speech problem, went to college and found myself under forty pounds of unhappiness.”
He laid a hand on her ankle, needing to touch her. Connect with her.
“So you went into this business to create a more comfortable forum for people who might have a tough time meeting people otherwise.” He could appreciate that better now. And for the first time, he saw something more vulnerable inside her that hadn’t been apparent before.
Scratch that. He saw something vulnerable in her that she guarded with her smarts and determination. And yeah, that was something to admire.
“I liked thinking about what made couples a good fit. It was my way of rewriting my mother’s past, since I wished she’d chosen a husband who cared about her and shared her values instead of a cute guy with enough cash to buy her a few baubles.”
She eyed him across the bed, her gaze dark with emotions. “It’s hard to see someone you love make one bad decision after another.”
“I hear that.” He said it adamantly enough that he realized he needed to follow up with some kind of an explanation. And damn, but he hadn’t meant to go down that road anymore. Especially not with her.
A woman he’d already grown to care about too much.
She raised an eyebrow, her fingers slipping off the keyboard as she gave up any pretense of trying to work.
“I had a girlfriend—” As he started the story, it occurred to him he’d never told it before. Not to anyone in his stoic, quiet clan, and not even to Enrique, who knew a few details by default since he’d been stationed at Kodiak Air Station in Alaska when Kelly had left. “My live-in, actually. She walked out on me while I was stationed in Alaska, deciding out of the blue we were incompatible and that she needed someone more party oriented like her.”
Lacey nodded, setting aside the laptop altogether. “She was doing her compatibility profiling a little late in the game, wasn’t she?”
“I think the time alone in the middle of an Alaskan winter got to her. But yeah, she decided I was too much of a workaholic, and found somebody more fun. Or so she thought.”
“She wasn’t content with the next man, either?” Lacey frowned, and he could almost picture her inner matchmaker trying to compute why his relationship with Kelly didn’t add up.
“I guess you could say that. After she called it quits with me, Kelly moved south with some pond scum of a guy who’d gotten her hooked on drugs and then booted her out.”
Lacey’s eyes widened, clearly surprised at the turn the story had taken. Join the club. Maybe Damon should have been a little more careful about compatibility testing himself. And wasn’t that a realization?
“Sometimes…” She cleared her throat and blinked. “Sometimes people have hurts that go far deeper than we can see on the surface.” She brushed her fingers along the back of his hand.
Comforting. Wise.
He tried to steel himself against the warmth he felt inside, but it was too damn late. Her words soothed a raw place inside him.
“She had problems with her family—stuff I didn’t really think about until after she left.”
“I’m sorry she put you through that. Would you—Do you think you would have taken her back?” she asked softly, studying his face as if she might find answers to questions she hadn’t asked yet.
“I honestly don’t know.” He’d thought about it more than once. “I know part of what drove her away was my job. Alaska alone could drive anyone off the deep end.”
Lacey was quiet for a long moment. “You loved her.”
The key word being loved. Past tense.
“Yeah, I did. But it’s a damn rare relationship that can survive the Coast Guard, let alone thrive.” He’d known that going in, but he’d taken a gamble with Kelly. A gamble that had hurt them both in the long run. “She’s not the first person driven to desperate measures by Alaskan weather, eighteen hours of dark and a roommate whose job pulls him out of the sack at 3:00 a.m. to search for sinking boats.”
He shook his head to clear it of old crap. He ought to be thinking about how to get Lacey out of town instead of the woman he’d already failed.
Still, Lacey didn’t look ready to leave anytime soon. She’d kicked her shoes off, oblivious to the suitcase he’d put on the end of the bed or the laptop beside her. Instead she gazed at him with understanding in her eyes, not judging him for driving a woman into drug addiction.
How could he say goodbye to her right now when they were waist-deep in getting to know each other? The thought of losing his connection with her hurt more than he would have ever guessed.
“But that’s ancient history.” He didn’t want to think about Kelly and all the ways he’d messed up in the past. “What about you? Anybody ever rip your heart out? Or have you managed to avoid that by only choosing guys you’re compatible with?”
“Ha.” She shook her head. “I’d be a whole lot richer if that were the case.”
Tugging at the clasp of a rhinestone bracelet, she frowned at the catch that seemed to be stuck. He leaned closer, taking over the task until the purple stones slid free. Leaving them face-to-face on the bed. Close enough to kiss.
He dismissed the thought and straightened, unwilling to tangle his life with hers any more than necessary now that he knew she needed to leave. Soon. Memories of the briefing on Nick Castine left Damon with no doubt that the guy would come after Lacey again.
He would drug her like he’d drugged those other women unless Damon made sure she was safe. Protected.
“But I guess my heart has never really been all that broken,” she admitted, long after he’d asked the question.
“Not really broken?” He had to laugh at that one. “It either is or it isn’t, babe. There’s no two ways about it.”
She twined her fingers together and clenched her hands into a knot, a gesture that made him wonder if she wanted to touch him as badly as he wanted to touch her.
“There’s a chance I might have held back a piece of myself to keep it safe,” she said softly, her words falling into place with the rest of what he knew about her.
She wasn’t uptight so much as protective. She’d kept him at arm’s length all week except for when the chemistry had overpowered them both.
Reaching for her hands, he gently pried her fingers apart and laced his own through hers.
“I wish I was going to be there when you finally decide to let yourself go.” He raised the back of her hand to his lips and kissed the soft skin, knowing his chances to touch her were dwindling, their time together almost over.
 
LACEY RECOGNIZED a goodbye when she heard one.
No matter that Damon said all the right things about wishing he could have a relationship, the bottom line was he wanted her out of Puerto Rico. Besides, he had to have some unresolved feelings for his former fiancée if she was still calling him.
That hurt. But maybe the pang she’d felt at discovering the identity of the woman who’d called Damon this morning was a clue that Lacey was in over her head. She should leave before things got any more serious with a man who wasn’t ready for more. Plus, with all that she now knew about Nicholas Castine, she agreed she needed to be cautious.
Could she simply leave at a moment’s notice the way he wanted her to? Put her work second for a change? Her sister kept telling her she couldn’t allow her Web site to overshadow her whole life.
Of course, her work had saved her in so many ways after being abandoned by her father and overlooked by her mother in favor of one crappy stepfather after another. But maybe it had already provided all the personal growth it could. Perhaps it was time to heal the rest of her without that barrier getting in the way.
With the feel of Damon’s kiss still tingling along the back of her hand, Lacey decided to put aside professional commitments and competitions and think about herself for a change.
She’d overcome a hell of a lot by testifying against the stepfather who’d touched her. No way would she put herself in a victim position again if she had anything to say about it.
“I’ll leave tonight.” She met his eyes, confident in the decision even though it meant walking away from Damon. “I’ve got a rental car to return and a few clothes to pack, but I could be on a flight by nine.”
She had no idea how hard it would be to book something at the last minute, but flights to Miami were frequent out of San Juan.
“There’s one at ten-fifteen. I checked on my way over here.”
“Great. We’ve got one whole bonus hour to say goodbye.” She hurt just thinking about it. After all the superficial relationships she’d maintained over long periods of time, the man who got around her barriers and under her skin turned out to be the man she’d known for the least amount of time.
She’d been toast from the very beginning.
“I know it’s not ideal—”
“You’re right. I’d rather not have any time to lie to each other and say we’ll write when we both know this is the end.” Standing, she unwound her fingers from his.
“I would never ask you to leave early if I didn’t think you were at risk.” He stood with her, blocking her path to the bathroom where her few travel supplies needed to be packed.
“I know.”
“Do you?” He gripped her shoulders, his hands molding around bare skin and spaghetti straps.
The warmth she felt at his touch told her how much she’d come to care about him. She realized now, as she was faced with the prospect of saying goodbye, that Damon didn’t need to fill out any stupid matchmaking profile for her to recognize how right they were together. Her subconscious had recognized a strong, honorable man long before the rest of her had figured it out. The kind of hot chemistry they shared wasn’t some superficial by-product of overeager hormones. It was the intense side effect of her brain demanding she claim him before he slipped away.
“Yeah, I do.” She knew without question that he would do whatever it took to protect her. And after being raised in such an unstable environment by a mother who didn’t know how to safeguard her kids, there was something soul satisfying to realize the extent of Damon’s commitment.
Even if he couldn’t make a commitment to her.
“I don’t want to say goodbye yet, either,” he assured her, stroking his fingers down her shoulder blades and making her shiver with pleasure. “But we don’t have a choice if we want to keep you safe.”
“It would have been nice if we had more time.” The wistful note in her voice gave her away, and she hoped he hadn’t heard it.
His thumbs kept up their sensual assault on her back, and she realized—wise or unwise—she wanted this last hour with him. She needed one more time in his arms that wasn’t tainted by drugs or fraught with worries that she was getting in too deep too fast.
She already knew she cared too much and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it other than to enjoy these last stolen moments.
“I don’t want to assume—” Damon slid one strap off her shoulder and leaned down to kiss the flesh he’d bared. “That is, if you have something else you need to do before you go—”
“There’s nothing else I’d rather do.” Not one damn thing. She’d rather be here—an active participant in breaking her own heart—than doing anything else right now. “Let’s pretend we have all the time in the world.”
Damon heard Lacey’s request and vowed to make it his personal quest for the next sixty minutes. He’d insulted her job, booted her out of her first hotel and failed to protect her from the toxin in her drink. So being able to do this much for her would be a pleasure. One small way to make up for so many things that had gone wrong.
“If I had all the time in the world…” He unzipped her dress, taking his time as the teeth unfastened, loosening the fabric around her curves. “I’d spend a hell of a lot of it just looking at you.”
He sent the dress to the floor with a gentle nudge, soaking in the sight of her lavender silk bra and panties splashed with embroidered pink polka dots.
“Last night it was too dark to see anything.” She tugged at the strap of the bra as if she wanted it off, but he wasn’t done studying her.
Maybe if he watched her long enough he would figure out what it was that attracted him to her more than any other woman. If only he’d met her later—at the end of his commitment to the Coast Guard.
“If we had all the time in the world, I’d never make love to you in the dark again.” His eyes roved over her, devouring her. She wasn’t model thin. She was perfect. Curvy. Strong. Soft in all the best places.
His body strained with interest as she twitched restlessly, her fingers skimming the elastic of her underwear, following the waistline until she paused at her hip.
“That might be the nicest thing any man has ever said to me, Lieutenant.” She slid her finger beneath the elastic, one shiny pink fingernail dipping into the silk until it emerged on the other end of the fabric.
Her eyes never left his face, but he couldn’t hold her gaze. He watched her teasing seduction like a teen at his first strip club.
“I’ve got a lot more nice things to say,” he assured her, his mouth going dry as she smoothed that seductive finger along her abdomen, the nail disappearing back into the triangle of fabric moving toward her mound. “What will a few more compliments buy me?”
She halted the tantalizing motion of her finger, never fully touching herself as her hand hovered just above her feminine center.
“I don’t bargain away my favors,” she chided, rolling her hips for his benefit. “I just like to feel inspired.”
He didn’t have a clue how to move her hand forward to where he wanted to see it, his creativity smoldering to ash as the temperature rose in the room.
“I’d sure like to know what it takes to inspire a hot blond bombshell in the midst of a striptease.”
With her free hand, she reached out to stroke his chest. The front of his flight suit right down to his fly.
“I think a little visual stimulation is in order,” she whispered, her voice a throaty purr that undid him as much as the words.
“Yes, ma’am,” he agreed so fast his hands were on his zipper before she finished the request.
In the soft light of her hotel room, he observed her every movement, from the quick dip of her eyes to his lap to the rapid intake of breath that had her breasts testing the limits of her bra.
The woman was a walking, talking feast.
“That’s better.” She tucked her hand deeper into her panties, cupping her mound as her fingers cradled the flesh between her legs.
The knowledge that he did that to her—made her want to touch herself—finally healed that raw spot inside him that had festered since Kelly left. His ex might not have wanted to stick around for him, but Lacey didn’t want to leave. She hungered for him so damn much she couldn’t wait for his touch.
He shucked off his flight suit and ditched his T-shirt. Pulling her to him, he relished the feel of her against his skin. Her eyes opened wide, their gazes connecting for one sizzling second before he tugged her hand free of its place between her legs. Then, his eyes never leaving hers, he tasted each of her fingers with thorough sweeps of his tongue.
Her knees went out from under her as she fell into him, her breasts spilling over the top of her bra to tease along his chest. The sensory input was enough to make him explode. The sweet scent of her drove him crazy, demanding he find the source of that taste.
Backing her up to the bed, he pulled her legs out from under her until she fell into the mattress. He cushioned her fall with his arms, settling her onto the spread so her legs dangled off the edge. With impatient hands, he peeled away her panties then, positioning himself between her thighs, he kissed her intimately. Slowly. Thoroughly.
Her hands traveled over his shoulders at first, but as he deepened the kiss and quickened his pace, they fell away. She sighed and twisted beneath him, her breathy sounds making him want her more. He pressed harder, gripping her thighs to steady her right where he needed her.
She bucked underneath him, her hips rolling and thrashing as her legs trembled. He slowed down enough to slide one finger deep inside her. And then a second. She was drenched and shaking when he flicked his tongue against the tight center of her. Her gasp warned him he’d hit the right note in the moment before she tensed. Cried out.
Her whole body shuddered with the force of her release and he savored every sensual spasm. The tremors went on and on, her nails raking over his shoulders as her heels pressed into his back. Not until she stilled again did he release her, his body on fire and rock solid, ready for hers.
“Come here,” he guided her, sitting down on the bed before he helped her to sit on his lap, facing him.
“I don’t know where I put the condoms,” she fretted, her eyes unfocused as she peered around the hotel room.
“I’ve got them.” He’d been the last one to use them, after all. “They’re right here.”
He’d stashed the box next to the bed, and, reaching down, he removed one from the packaging. His boxers were only half-off, landing somewhere around his knees as they’d shuffled down onto the bed. But he didn’t care. Nothing mattered except for being with Lacey right now.
Apparently she thought the same thing. She pulled the condom from his hand and rolled it on, freeing him to cup her breasts and mold them to his hands. He raked her hips closer to his, pulling her up his thighs until the wet heat of her cradled his cock, setting his blood on fire. He lifted her up, positioning her at the tip of his shaft and then easing her down in slow, amazing degrees.
The feel of her around him drove him insane. And having her there, nose to nose, mouth to mouth with him made him keenly aware of her as a woman and not just a hot sex partner. Lacey was spending her last hour in tropical paradise here. With him. Taking him deep inside her and giving him more pleasure than he’d ever imagined.
Giving himself over to sensation, he shut down everything else to focus on the moment. Her. He wrapped her up in his arms and pressed his lips to hers, taking everything she had. She locked her ankles around his waist and held on, the tone of her urgent little sighs telling him she was close to finding release all over again. Heat slicked his back with sweat, the ocean air blowing in off the water keeping the room sultry. Lacey’s fingers dug into his shoulders, holding him tight as her back arched and her hips ground into his.
Then his release hit him like a killer wave, pulling him under and down as sensation swamped him. He hadn’t expected it to hit so fast, but he couldn’t hold back, not even when he felt Lacey’s fingernails dig deep into his arms and her sex tighten around him in the moments before orgasm. He just had to hope he didn’t break her rhythm…
And then she shuddered once, twice, three times. Her body trembled with lush spasms as she found her peak and rode it out right alongside him.
The scent of her filled his nostrils and he buried his head in her hair. His heart beat erratically, filling his ears with the sound of how off-kilter she made him.
Logically he knew he ought to release her and help her get to the airport. The sooner she was out of Puerto Rico, the faster he’d be able to make his bust and ensure Castine never drugged anyone else. But with the alarm clock beside the bed illuminating the small window of time before they had to leave, Damon couldn’t stand to relinquish his hold on her just yet.
“Lacey?” His voice rasped as if he hadn’t used it. Or as if he’d just shouted himself hoarse, a more likely scenario.
“Mmm?” She flexed her toes behind his back, her muscles stretching against his sides. Still, she didn’t pick her head up from where it rested on his shoulder.
“Lie here with me.” He leaned back, bringing her down to the mattress with him. “Just for a minute.”
Or two. Or a lifetime.
He didn’t know where the idea had come from, but he shut it down. He wouldn’t let regrets about what might have been ruin the here and now.
“That was amazing,” she whispered in his ear, their bodies still joined. “I wish I didn’t have to leave.”
He couldn’t speak, didn’t know how to express the firestorm she’d unleashed in him. All he knew was that the clock was ticking on their time together and once Lacey left, his world wouldn’t go back to being as dull and gray as it had been before she’d arrived.
No. It would be worse, since now he would know exactly what he was missing.
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LIKE ANY MATURE ADULT LACEY held back the tears until she got home.
She’d planned for the emotional breakdown from the moment she’d blundered through a hasty airport goodbye to Damon before stepping on the direct flight from San Juan to Miami. She hadn’t even let the tears fall in the privacy of her earth-friendly hybrid vehicle that Laura had talked her into last year. If she’d let the emotions flow in the car, she might have compromised her driving ability on the dark roads that led to a narrow causeway joining the mainland and one of the bigger islands. And she’d needed her wits about her to make the ferry that crossed to the more remote islands. As it was, she’d had to bribe the ferry operator a hefty sum to take her back home at the unusual hour.
Now, walking into the quiet house that was her escape from the world, Lacey unlocked the barrier on her emotions. She dropped onto a stool at the kitchen island, not bothering to take her shoes off, and cried out her frustration.
She cried over her business because she had struggled so hard and still met with meager success, and because she’d finally found some success and then had to walk away from the source of material for her newly popular blog.
Mostly she cried over leaving Damon Craig.
Walking away from him had hurt. The pain in her chest radiated through her whole body as she collapsed onto the granite countertop. Tears fell unchecked onto the smooth surface. She would have never guessed she would grow to care about anyone so quickly. So deeply.
But that’s what had happened with Damon. It didn’t matter that she wanted to fall for someone after she’d secured professional success. Or that she planned to find happiness with someone whose characteristics helped her see in black-and-white print that they were meant to be together. She’d fallen for a stranger in a bar and made out with him on the beach before she knew jack squat about him.
And things had only gotten better from there. She’d somehow forged the most compelling relationship of her life while ignoring everything she’d thought she understood about dating. She felt like a professional fraud.
Yanking a clean dish towel off a shelf beneath the island countertop, Lacey swiped the cotton over her face to dry her tears and get a grip. She had no idea how she was going to recover from the heartache she’d been putting off her whole adult life, but now that she was in the thick of it, she realized she was glad she hadn’t avoided it this time. Life without feeling deeply was an existence only half-lived. And she wouldn’t trade her days with Damon for anything—not even the opportunity to erase the hurt inside her right now.
Lifting her head from the granite, Lacey saw the world around her with new eyes. Her isolation. Her remote home that had felt like a retreat just last week suddenly seemed confining. Restricting her from finding happiness by wrapping her in total privacy.
The surroundings appeared the same but different. Take for example the glass of water in the middle of the counter. She sure didn’t remember setting it there before she left. But now it sat there, reflecting the moonlight coming in off the water just outside the French doors.
Why would she have poured a full glass and left it there?
She set down the dish towel, a hairy sensation crawling down her neck. Turning to take stock of the rest of the house, she searched for things amiss, like the man stepping from the shadows.
“Why so sad, Lacey?”
Nicholas Castine stood in her living room, fifteen feet away. He held a gun in his right hand, the barrel pointed at her. Rumpled and unshaven, he bore little resemblance to the slick, smooth-talking businessman she’d met at Rosita’s Café last Friday night. Or maybe it was just that she now knew he was a drug dealer. Potentially violent. A sex addict who had followed her a thousand miles to her home.
She tried to speak, but her voice didn’t come. Fear quivered through her and froze her in place.
“I see I’ve startled you.” He smiled like a man genuinely enjoying himself. “It would have been so much easier if we could have coordinated schedules while you were in San Juan.”
Lacey struggled to lock down her fear and remember some basic rules of human nature. She didn’t want to alienate him or make him mad. If he wanted to pretend they were friends who couldn’t “coordinate schedules,” that was fine by her. With a supreme effort she found her voice.
“I had a work emergency,” she lied, hoping to draw the conversation away from their date. “Computer problems.”
Her voice sounded thin. Terrified. But for the life of her, she couldn’t turn up the volume. Her heart beat fast and erratically, shaking her from the inside out.
How had he gotten here? Did Damon know?
Her chest ached with the sudden realization that she’d never told Damon how she felt about him.
“Lucky for me, the El San Juan Hotel had this address on file for you.” He gestured to her home as he took two steps closer. “Nice place you have here.”
She backed up to the island, wishing the knife drawer was a whole lot closer. She couldn’t think of anything to fight him with. For that matter, even if she got away from him, where would she go? Her home was the only residence on the tiny island well off the mainland.
“It’s not quite as private as I would like between the boat patrols and the developers creating their own little islands all around me to accommodate buyers.” She sidestepped along the counter, feeling around behind her for anything in the recessed shelves that she could use as a weapon.
“It seems private enough for my needs, but then, we won’t be here very long.” He closed the distance between them to stand face-to-face with her, the gun between them.
He smelled like sweat and expensive cologne, a combination that made her want to throw up.
“We?” She couldn’t help but wonder what plans he had for her. Hadn’t she read somewhere that being moved from the scene of a crime increased your chances of dying astronomically? If he moved her, she was as good as dead.
“My associates and I.” He leaned close to her and she sucked in a breath to avoid contact.
But at the last minute, he merely reached past her and picked up the glass of water that she’d noticed on the counter earlier.
“Can I get you a drink?” He waved the glass under her nose like a tempting treat.
And still, the bastard smiled.
“Drugs don’t agree with my system.” She clutched her stomach meaningfully. “I’d better not or I’ll be retching up my guts all night.”
An old memory returned to her as she recalled telling her third stepfather the same thing when he’d tried to get her drunk on her seventeenth birthday. Oddly, she felt more in control now—even with a gun pointed at her navel—than she had back then when she’d had no faith in herself. She was smarter now. Stronger.
“But maybe one of your associates would like it?” she offered, wondering how many other people could possibly be in the house or on the island. “I could make some sandwiches. You must be starving after your long flight.”
She stepped toward the refrigerator, but he set down the water and gripped her arm with a steely strength she hadn’t expected in a man so lean.
“I don’t think so, Lacey.” Yanking her closer, he set down the gun on the island to restrain her with both hands. “You and I have unfinished business.”
He held her tight against him, the scent of his sweat and his man-whore perfume turning her stomach. “We’re going to address that before I put this property to work for me as a drop-off point. Have I told you that you have excellent taste in drug-lord hideouts?”
He reached for her blouse with no warning and, gripping the collar, shredded it with one violent tear. Lacey screamed in surprise, seeing his mood swing from congenial to lethal in an instant.
Cool air filtering in through the French doors hit her bared skin like a splash of icy reality. This man would hurt her, body and soul. And then he’d kill her.
She saw it in his eyes.
Seizing her chance while the gun lay idle, Lacey kneed him in the balls. Jammed her fingers into his eye socket.
Then she ran like hell.
Castine’s screams echoed in her ears—almost as loud as her own shrieks for help—as she hit the deck outside the French doors. Already she heard other men’s voices nearby. The associates.
Help me, God.
She ran across the grass toward the water, away from the dock slip where she saw the shape of a foreign water craft. She had almost hit the surf when a gunshot rang out in the night.
 
DAMON HATED riding shotgun even under the best circumstances. Tonight ranked as the twelfth circle of hell.
“Where the fuck is her house?” He pored over the navigational maps in the back of an H65-A Dolphin helicopter out of Miami.
While he’d been with Lacey, one of Castine’s aliases had popped up on a commercial flight to Miami. The 9:00 p.m. out of San Juan that Lacey had skipped in favor of the 10:15.
The lead had raised red flags about the intelligence they’d received about the region around Rincon, alerting the Coast Guard’s Deployable Operations Group that the barge off the northwest tip of Puerto Rico was most likely a decoy. Damon hadn’t waited for permission to launch an op, knowing Stafford would have shot down the timetable. Instead, he’d tapped a friend with a private airstrip and flown to Miami himself.
But U.S. Coast Guard resources at the air station in Miami had required he take a back seat. Having command of the op didn’t mean he could fly it.
Still, the hotshot new guy at the controls of the chopper—the same aircraft Damon had flown every day of his career for the past three years—seemed to know what he was doing. If only the damned navigational maps showed the island that Lacey called home.
“I know this place,” the pilot yelled back through the headset to where Damon was forced to cool his heels in the cargo bay. “Every high-end developer in the world wants to sell private islands. Now that they’ve got the technology, these suckers are popping up faster than the maps can keep up with.”
Damon strapped on diving gear, as did a search-and-rescue seaman who would back him up. He didn’t know what they’d find at Lacey’s place, but he would be prepared either way. Two of the Miami fleet’s fastest cutters were on their way out to the island, while another short-range-recovery helicopter waited on standby if they needed help. Damon’s gut told him that Castine had planned on shipping his drugs out using Lacey’s house as a checkpoint to break up the larger payload into smaller parcels. Targeting Lacey’s matchmaking system had only been a sideline bonus to a bigger plan all along.
He kept the headset on while the pilot on the Miami-based helicopter slowed the engines, needing to hear any last communications before he strapped on the dive mask.
He hadn’t been in the water for a while, since he was usually the one at the controls. But for Lacey he’d take the plunge into the Atlantic himself.
“Your friend has company, Lieutenant.” The copilot’s voice came through the headset, his Southern accent as thick as Enrique’s. “I see two unidentified vessels in the slip and a cigarette boat—about a forty-footer—anchored about a hundred yards off to the east.”
The seaman in the dive gear pulled open the door as the aircraft slowed, allowing Damon’s eyes to roam over the inky water below. The winds were calm tonight, the chopper blades kicking up the majority of the air whipping around the cargo area.
“Good. That means she’s still there.” Damon didn’t need to explain who “she” was. Every man on board knew he wasn’t flying like a bat out of hell up the east coast just to stop a drug shipment.
The drugs allowed him to tap the Coast Guard. The woman fueled his every step. All these years when he’d put his job first were going to be paid back right now, when he needed to put Lacey before everything else. He wouldn’t let Castine touch her, and if that meant the drug runner ate a bullet tonight instead of standing trial in federal court, that was exactly what was going down.
Lacey had shown Damon a level of trust no woman had ever given him before, an honest piece of herself despite her own tendency to guard her heart. And she hadn’t shown her caring by giving up her career to follow him around the country for his job. Instead she’d held on to her work and the things that made her unique, the same way he always had. If one of them didn’t bend, they’d never be together. He didn’t know how to reconcile that, but he damn well had discovered in the past twenty-four hours that he would like to try. Women with Lacey’s strength and independence—whether she recognized it in herself or not—didn’t come along every day.
“Sir, I suggest we wait for the cutters to provide backup if this thing goes bad.” The hotshot set the aircraft to automatic flight control before he wrenched around in his seat to see Damon. “I can hover at fifty feet and wait for you, but you know I’ve got to get my ass back in the sky if those boats start shooting.”
“Affirmative.” Damon ripped off the headset and tugged on the mask, refusing to think he might be too late. “Half your fleet’s going to be in the water out here before dawn. I’ll get a ride home somehow.”
Flashing the thumb’s-up signal, Damon jumped out the side into the blackness below to find the woman he’d already fallen for.
 
BLOOD LOSS SLOWED her steps.
Lacey could hear Nicholas gaining on her, his footsteps pounding on the damp ground behind her. His footfalls echoed faster than hers.
The bullet had only grazed her, but the red-hot sting across her flesh had brought her to her knees. Not bothering to check it, she had scrambled to her feet and run toward the old boathouse, knowing she couldn’t swim with this wound or she’d lose too much blood too fast. The minor injury could turn deadly too easily.
“You really should just take the drug, Lacey.” Castine’s voice was suddenly in her ear, his sweaty stink filling her nostrils while her head swam. “You’ll feel better. Remember how good you felt at In the Flesh while you were on the dance floor?”
She felt his arms around her, lowering her to the ground. Wet grass clung to her back while her vision narrowed to Castine’s thin, haggard face above her. Still smiling, the ugly bastard.
“Get off me,” she snarled, furious to think he would touch her while she bled like a stuck pig, unable to defend herself.
“So fiery.” He rested more of his weight on her, a nauseating erection jabbing her leg. “You just need to take the medicine and feel better.”
He jabbed a pill between her lips, rousing another bout of fury. She couldn’t win this battle; she knew it deep inside. But she would fight until she was unconscious or dead, because she wouldn’t be able to deal with the aftermath otherwise. She understood that about herself now.
She was no man’s victim.
Spitting the pill as far as it would go, it was her turn to smile as Castine cursed like a lunatic. She wanted to piss him off to the very last second, to make sure he knew he’d picked the wrong woman to mess with.
In slow motion she watched him raise his hand to her. The lack of blood flow made the moment feel surreal and she wondered if she was dying. Her head throbbed. Her heartbeat was slow, but each pulse ached more than the last.
Maybe she’d taken some of the drug after all. She closed her eyes and waited for the blow, too tired to fight anymore.
A harsh gurgling noise came instead.
Pulling her eyes open, she saw Nicholas Castine with a knife in his chest. Above him, Damon stood dark and dripping like Poseidon come to land for a reckoning.
He hauled Castine away from her like so much refuse, the man who’d shot her a threat no more. Gratitude exploded in her chest, filling her insides with hope and joy despite the blood leeching thought and life from her body.
“I want you to know I love you.” Lacey was so happy he was there to hear it. If she died tonight—and she prayed that wasn’t even a remote possibility—she would rest a little easier knowing something very important had been said.
She wasn’t holding back on life, or love, ever again.
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Fifteen Hours Later
ACCORDING TO the Coast Guard press release the next morning, the news was all about the pounds of drugs seized, the street value of the goods and the number of arrests made.
But as Damon waited for the E.R. docs to release Lacey, he had another take on the successes of the night. Lacey was going to be okay.
And really, that was all that mattered.
He braced his head on his hands, his elbows on his knees as he tried to squeeze the image from his mind of her turning white from blood loss on the beach. Her breath had hitched oddly. Her words had slowed.
But the ones she chose to say before she slipped into unconsciousness…that part he didn’t want to forget. She’d entrusted him with something more precious than he deserved. She loved him even though he’d sent her away without any plans to ever see her again.
The confession awed him. Humbled him. Made him realize he’d made Lacey pay for the trust issues someone else had foisted on him.
“You must be the boyfriend from Puerto Rico.” A woman’s voice barked down at him from above, drawing Damon out of his thoughts. He looked up to see an endlessly tall blonde in Birkenstocks and a pink tie-dyed skirt, carrying a poodle. “The one who bolted the last time my twin was under a doctor’s care. You can feel free to dash, now that I’m here.”
Damon wanted to set her straight, but she pivoted on her heel and took off for the nurses’ station, already calling to one of the people in scrubs around the desk.
“I’m next of kin for Lacey Sutherland. Could I speak to someone about her condition?” She tucked her little dog into a carrier that looked like a handbag, effectively smuggling the furry mutt past the No Pets sign.
“Hold up.” Damon found his voice and shot to his feet, but not before a nurse had reeled off Lacey’s condition and assured the other woman that her sister would be released shortly.
The woman turned back to him. Her blue eyes were similar to Lacey’s, but the resemblance ended there. Where Lacey was curvy, this woman looked more like an American Gladiator. Her long hair was darker than Lacey’s, each strand arrow straight, her bangs cut straight across her head.
“Still here?” She smirked at him with the smart-ass attitude of a woman who wanted to fight. But then, her sister had been shot and she probably thought he was to blame.
Perhaps not without reason.
“I’m not going anywhere.” He extended his hand, hoping to get off on a better foot. “Damon Craig.”
“Laura Sutherland.” She ignored his hand. “And why should I trust a man who left my sister in an E.R. once before after a drug trip? Her first and only, I might add?”
“I left during a follow-up visit the next day because I thought I had the chance to nail the bastard who gave her the drugs in the first place.” Had he made a bad call? “I was worried he would come after her again if I didn’t track him down.”
Laura looked thoughtful. Her little dog barked inside its denim carrier. Heads turned in the waiting room, looking for the source of the sound while Laura appeared oblivious.
“But you failed to stop him.” Laura’s expression lost some of its haughty coolness as a hint of fear showed through. “He shot her. She could have died.”
The thought chilled him all over again. He’d spent hours in a wet flight suit after he’d brought her here, but even now that he was dry, the memory of what could have happened—of how close she’d come to death—froze him inside.
“I did everything in my power to make sure that didn’t happen.” And still it almost hadn’t been enough. If the Dolphin helicopter pilot had been even a fraction of a second slower…
“Is it true the man is dead?” Laura lowered her voice and pulled a dog bone out of her purse before passing it into the carrier.
“Yes.” His eyes went to a nurse in purple scrubs pushing through a set of double doors at the end of the hall. Lacey’s nurse. “He won’t bother her again.”
“Lieutenant Craig?” The silver-haired nurse waved him toward the doors. “The doctor is finished with her. You can take her home now.”
“Thank you.” He crossed the waiting room with Laura at his side, then held the door for her.
Would Lacey remember what she’d said to him the night before? He’d seen her briefly after the docs stitched her up, but then he’d had to meet with members of his team who’d finished out the op without him. He’d taken an unconscious Lacey to the boathouse until it was safe for the helicopter to pick them up, unwilling to expose her to any of Castine’s crew until the cutters were in position to board the boats. Damon had stanched the bleeding and kept her warm for the next ten minutes that felt like hours. He hadn’t reported for an official debrief, but his connection with Lacey had bought him some time. He’d filed basic paperwork on a laptop Enrique had brought to the hospital for him while she’d slept.
Damon followed the nurse to Lacey’s room, turning down a maze of hallways threading throughout multiple wings. She sat up in bed, the color returned to her cheeks. The blue hospital gown gaped around her shoulders, the material slipping down one arm while she edged closer to the side of the bed.
“Thank God you’re here.”
For a moment, he thought the greeting was for him, but Lacey pointed a finger at her sister. “Please say you brought clothes.”
Damon regretted not thinking of it himself. Her shirt had been torn off her by the son of a bitch who’d wanted to hurt her. Damon had nearly lost his mind thinking about what a nightmare she’d been through.
Was still going through. No doubt the memories of what had happened would haunt her for a while.
“Of course.” Laura hurried over to the bed and dropped her purse, the dog carrier and a backpack on the mattress. “To show my love, I didn’t even torment you with a Grateful Dead T-shirt. See?”
Lacey snapped up the white tank top and a pair of blue shorts.
“Endlessly thoughtful of you. Will you help me change?” She directed that request to Laura, as well, making him feel like an intruder when he just wanted to scoop her up and steal her away from everyone.
But if he was going to make a case that they should try being together, he didn’t want her to think he would take her away from her family and her friends. His job had a way of doing that with no help from him.
He stepped out of the room and shut the door behind him to give Lacey privacy. What would it be like to spend time with her that wasn’t for the sake of protecting her? Would she welcome his presence in her life, or had her half-conscious confession been a fanciful rambling in her gratitude for being saved?
“Come on in, big guy.” Laura hauled open the door and waved to him, her poodle in her arms. “She wants to see you.”
Damon turned to see her, knowing this might be his only chance to say the right things and prove to Lacey he was a good match for her after all.
 
LACEY HAD NEVER BEEN so nervous.
How did a woman thank the man who saved her life? A man she now knew she loved, even though he didn’t seem to want any part of a deeper relationship?
“Look, kiddies.” Laura packed up Lacey’s torn clothes and personal belongings in one of the hospital bags. “How about I head out to the island to see what I can clean up before you come home? Maybe Captain America can get you settled into a hotel nearby until the house is ready.”
Lacey stifled a grin, wondering how Damon would deal with her bossy twin.
“She’ll be in good hands,” he assured Laura, not appearing fazed in the least to take orders from a six-foot girl bully.
In fact, Damon eyed Lacey with the intent stare of a man who wanted to be alone with her. Soon.
Her heart picked up speed in spite of everything she’d been through.
“Yes, well, just bear in mind she needs rest and recovery.” Laura held Brillo out to Lacey for her to pet before she stashed him in his carrier. “I’ve got my eye on you, Lieutenant Craig.”
Damon nodded.
When he didn’t speak, Laura arched up on her toes the extra inch or two needed to reach Damon’s cheek. She planted a kiss on his jaw.
“Thank you for protecting my baby sister.” And with that, she plowed out the door, shoving it wide to make way for her and all her bags, a tornado of determination.
Leaving the room suddenly very, very quiet.
“You saved me,” Lacey remarked, needing to fill the silence and address the huge thing that he’d done for her. “I’ve never been so scared in all my life.”
He moved closer to her, his flight suit wrinkled and stiff from his time in the water the night before. It all seemed surreal today. God, he’d been a sight to behold when he’d appeared out of nowhere, dripping with anger and the sea.
“But you didn’t let that stop you from fighting.” He sat down on the bed beside her, his presence enough to make something glow inside her. “I saw you jabbed him in the eyes.”
“I wasn’t going to let him hurt me without a battle.” Her old insecurities were part of her past—ghosts she didn’t have to worry about anymore. “But he would have won if you hadn’t arrived. How did you know he was here?”
“My team got word that one of Castine’s aliases was used on the flight to Miami that left before yours last night. I heard about it a few minutes after your plane was in the air so I borrowed a friend’s plane to get to the mainland while I waited for approval to coordinate an interdiction flight out of the Miami base.” He picked up her hand and carefully lined up their palms. Turning his hand two degrees clockwise, he threaded their fingers together, filling all the valleys with his strength.
“He brought his drugs and his boats with him.” She hadn’t been able to process it all last night, but this morning she’d woken up with the need to fill in the blanks. “Do you think he planned to use my house as a drop-off point all along?”
She studied his face in the afternoon sun slanting through the white hospital blinds. His jaw dark with stubble. The slash of a depression perfectly centered in his chin. Dressed in his flight suit with the Coast Guard’s Semper Paratus Always Ready patch stitched on his chest, he could have been the poster face for the armed forces. There was something fearless and noble etched in the lines around his eyes, but maybe she only saw that because she’d been a witness to what this man could do.
“I think that was dumb luck on his part, but maybe I’m underestimating the guy. My guess is that he was only interested in using the matchmaking site to meet women, and discovered the convenience of your place as a distribution point later. The police will be in touch with you to gather evidence from your company’s computer records.”
“I don’t have a company anymore.” She wanted him to be the first to know, the first to see the changes she planned for her life, since knowing him had been the impetus for her new perspectives on so many things.
“You’re abandoning Connections?” He turned to face her, and she could tell she’d surprised him.
“I typed a farewell letter to my members on the plane ride to Miami last night and I’ll post it when I get home.” Sliding her fingers free of his, she rose up off the bed, afraid if she sat by him too long she’d never be able to pry herself away. Leaving him once had been tough enough. She didn’t trust herself to have the strength to do it a second time, especially when her emotions were still so raw after the roller coaster of the past twenty-four hours. But she didn’t deceive herself that he’d be leaving the Coast Guard to hang out with her in Florida anytime soon.
He stood beside her, his eyebrows drawn in concern. For her? Or would he have this same protective urge toward any woman whose life he’d saved?
“Why?” He pulled a crumpled piece of paper from his pocket, the weathered sheet stained with ink smudges as if it had gone into the water along with the rest of him the night before. “I finished the rest of that dating profile you gave me. I thought it was insightful.”
He smoothed his hand over the crinkles, as if he could will away the damage done. She smiled, touched that he had tried to fit himself into her world. Outside her hospital room, an emergency team wheeled a gurney past, their feet pounding down the ceramic tile as nurses and doctors shouted orders.
The quiet in the aftermath seemed all the more silent.
“I’ve learned that sometimes we don’t know what we are looking for until we find it.” Her heart ached with the truth of that knowledge since she was looking at the kind of man she wanted. The kind of man she loved no matter how they matched up on paper. “If the profiles are helpful at all, I think their best use is to know ourselves before we can really be ready to seek someone else.”
She swept her discharge papers off the side table near the hospital bed and folded them under her arm. Damon stared at her like he didn’t know her.
And maybe he didn’t.
She didn’t feel like the same woman she’d been a week ago.
“I’m ready to leave if you are,” she prompted, unsure what he would do with her after they left the hospital. “I can get a room at the Fontainebleau until my sister has the house cleaned up. I’ve always wanted to stay there, but never had a reason until now.”
She tucked her finger in her pocket where she’d transferred the little piece of quartz crystal Tatiana had given her for good luck. No matter that the jewelry maker had been a small-time dealer on the side. She’d known a few things about life that Lacey hadn’t, and one of them was about taking time to experience beauty. Joy.
Or maybe Tatiana had seen the similarity between Lacey and that rough piece of crystal? They might have started off hidden from the world, but with a polishing, they’d sparkle just fine.
She’d told Damon that she loved him, and she refused to regret taking that risk even if he didn’t appear to return the sentiment. The only thing for her to do now was to pursue her own happiness and try not to let this first failed attempt dissuade her from a new path in life. A fresh start.
She might be stronger and wiser, but she had her first broken heart to tend and she suspected the healing of that wound would be far slower than the gash on her leg.
 
A COUNTEROFFENSIVE was needed and he was the man for the job.
Tension tightened Damon’s shoulders as he drove down Ocean Drive toward South Beach’s art deco district. The pilot who’d flown him out to Lacey’s place had proven a stand-up guy and had dropped off an old truck at the hospital the night before for Damon to use while he was in town. The hours in the E.R. waiting room had been a blur, but the guy had left the keys at the nurses’ station while Lacey was getting stitched up. He’d left a note telling Damon to enjoy being behind the controls.
The gesture reminded him that although military life sucked for couples, people in uniform recognized the high toll it took and they tried to support whatever relationships managed to take root. Tejal had come running when Damon needed a doctor for Lacey in Puerto Rico, and the hotshot pilot based in Miami didn’t know Damon from Adam, but he’d ponied up a personal vehicle to help out another flyer.
All of which gave him the confidence to take another shot at the impossible. This time he’d take the chance with a woman as tough and stubborn as he was.
“I think the Fontainebleau’s in the other direction.” Lacey swiveled in her seat to peer out the rear window of the beat-up old truck. “Yes. I see it back there.”
Damon geared up for his next campaign. Deep breath.
“Actually, there was no room at the VOQ on base here, so I have a suite at the Roxy just down the road.” He pointed up the street to one of the funky art deco buildings. “It’s no Fontainebleau, but it’s got all the amenities. Plus I’d be around if you need anything.”
“You don’t need to feel obligated to me forever.” Her voice was distant. Cool. “You already saved me.”
He’d forgotten how prickly she could be. Independent. Even her matchmaking profile about her said as much, and yeah, he’d finally gotten around to reading it. When launching a counteroffensive, a warrior needed to leverage all possible weapons.
And, damn it, he was fighting for both of them.
“What if what I feel goes beyond obligation?” He steered the truck into the Roxy’s parking lot since she hadn’t told him to turn around. He would honor her wishes—and take his own room next to hers at the Fountainebleau, if necessary. But she’d have to voice them first.
“Look.” She didn’t move when he put the truck in Park. Instead, she remained in her seat, her arms folded over the white T-shirt her sister had given her. “I understand that you’ve been burned before and that you’re not ready for a major commitment at this point in your life. But I’ve realized that I am. And I’ve passed the point of no return with you, so I can’t afford to lose any more of my heart to a man who is unprepared to give me any of his.”
He switched off the ignition, measuring words that might be the most important ones he ever spoke. God, he hoped he got it right.
“But I am prepared.” Unbuckling his seat belt, he slid closer to her on the bench seat. “I wanted to wait to speak to you alone. Hell, I’ve been waiting all night for the right time, but there’ve been docs stitching you up and nurses doling out medicines and an overbearing twin sister telling me to take a hike.”
Lacey didn’t soften her stance in the corner of the truck, but one side of her mouth kicked up at the mention of Laura.
“She was my watchdog long before you.”
“No doubt she’s twice as vigilant since your stepfather, so I’ll cut her some slack.” He leaned closer and unfastened Lacey’s seat belt, too, careful to be gentle around a body that had to be bruised and sore. “But I’m not trying to be a watchdog anymore. I’m trying to tell you I can’t ignore what I feel for you just because I’m not sure how to make it work.”
Her lips pursed in thought, the plump curve of her mouth making him want to kiss her. To communicate with her in the most elemental of ways.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean I love you.” He dusted off the words he’d thought he wouldn’t say again for a long time. “I didn’t spout all that stuff about attraction just for the hell of it that night we met. I believe that. And I didn’t date a soul for a whole year, because I didn’t feel that with anyone else. But whether it was convenient or not, I felt it with you in about two seconds after I saw you.”
Her arms unfolded and she straightened against the seat. Was that progress? Hope kicked to life.
“But what about your ex-girlfriend?” Her blue eyes remained guarded. Wary. “I couldn’t help but overhear that she called you recently. And I know you weren’t sure if you’d take her back…”
“Whoa.” Had he said that? “I might not have been sure at the time—like in those first few weeks after she left. But that was a long time ago. The only reason she called me this week was to mislead me about the whereabouts of Castine’s drug shipment. He must have paid her to give me the runaround once he knew I was getting close. There’s a good chance she’ll be going to prison for tampering with a federal investigation.”
All of this seemed to surprise Lacey, reminding him all over again how hard his job would be on them.
“I thought you still spoke to her. That you might still care for her.” The anguish showed in her eyes and, as much as he hated putting it there, he saw the truth of how she felt about him, too. And that meant as much to him as any words ever could.
“I’m so sorry, Lacey.” He reached for her, carefully, and wrapped his arms around her. “You see why my job is hell on relationships? I wasn’t at liberty to say much about what I was doing.”
She nodded against his shoulder, her cheek warm and sweet along his chest.
“Yes, but how often will an ex-girlfriend be involved in your work?” She leaned back to peer up at him. “I think I could handle anything else as long as I knew that you and I were solid.”
Relief blew through him like the warm breeze wafting through the truck windows.
“I could transfer to the Miami station if it would help.” He couldn’t give up the job that was so much a part of him, but he could adjust it. Mold it to fit into their lives so they could be together. “I’d still have to be on alert most nights. And I might disappear at three in the morning to go pull people out of the water.”
“I think what you do is amazing.” She smiled, and he felt like a freaking superhero.
“I think what you do is pretty damn cool, too. I hate to see you walk away from something you’re so good at. I can save lives while you save relationships.”
“I’m still going to do that.” She lifted her hands to his shoulders, her touch so sweet he closed his eyes for a moment to soak in the pleasure it brought. “I’ve been talking to my sister a little more and I think we’re going to team up to develop a joint matchmaking site, perhaps with a self-awareness component to help members understand themselves better before they start searching for true love.”
“The old enemies turned joint forces?” He could easily see the two of them taking on the world. “Even with such different points of view?”
“Not so different, maybe.” Her fingers trailed up his collar to skim along his neck. “I think I’ve seen some of the wisdom in how she tries to help people. And I think I can do more with all the data her mathematical brain has to offer. I’m the organized one, you know.”
She grinned and he joined her, liking the idea of her finding peace with at least one member of her family.
“Sounds like you’ll be busy for a while.”
“As if you won’t be? Who knows where you’ll be jetting off to next. We can’t pretend our jobs aren’t a big part of who we are, but we could try to tame them into more manageable pieces of ourselves so they don’t rob us of downtime. Leisure time.”
She stroked the underside of his jaw with the smooth caress of one fingernail. The touch resonated clear down to his toes, reminding him how much he wanted to get her upstairs where they could be alone.
“Pleasure time,” he clarified, seeing a whole lot of that in his future.
“Exactly.”
He caught her roaming finger in his hand and kissed it, his whole body humming with the promise of good things to come.
“So as a professional matchmaker, what do you think the odds are for us, knowing that military life is hell on couples?”
“Do you remember how hard I fought last night to get free of Castine?” Her voice turned serious, her blue eyes shifting a shade darker.
The memory twisted his gut.
“I’m so sorry you had to go through that.” He would have traded anything to be there faster. To have prevented her from that fear and pain.
“Don’t be.” Her voice was strong and unrepentant. “I’m not. Because I learned that I can take whatever life dishes out. I can fight for my happy endings and win.”
Damon heard the confidence in her voice and grinned.
“I believe you can.”
“And while we’re on the subject of our future, I hope you’ll consider staying put in Puerto Rico for a little longer.” She tipped her forehead to his, her body brushing tantalizingly close.
“Really?” He’d already been thinking about what he needed to do to relocate.
“I hardly got to see it on my vacation. And a friend told me I should take my time to enjoy paradise.” She kissed his cheek and nipped his ear, revving his pulse and prompting him to pry open the truck door.
Time to claim that happy ending in the privacy of his suite.
“Can do.” He practically sprinted around to the passenger’s door to retrieve her, unwilling to let her walk on her wounded leg. “I’ve seen some of the worst things in life with the Coast Guard. With you, I’ll get to see some of the best.”
She truly hoped so. No…she vowed to make sure that happened, so that neither one of them got too sucked into their careers.
“And as for my professional take on our chances as a couple?” She wrapped her arms around his neck as he cradled her tight against him.
“Yeah?” He kicked the door closed, ready to stride into his future with this incredible woman at his side.
“I’d say we’re the odds-on favorites to make it work.”
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“I REALLY NEED to get laid,” Hayden Houston said with a sigh. She reached for the glass on the smooth mahogany tabletop and took a sip of red wine. The slightly bitter liquid eased her thirst but did nothing to soothe her frustration.
The pictures staring at her from the walls of the Ice House Bar didn’t help, either. Action shots of hockey players mid slap shot, framed rookie cards, team photos of the Chicago Warriors—it seemed as if the sport haunted her everywhere she went. Sure, she was a team owner’s daughter, but occasionally it would be nice to focus on something other than hockey. Like sex, perhaps.
Across from her, Darcy White grinned. “We haven’t seen each other in two years and that’s all you’ve got to say? Come on, Professor, no anecdotes about life in Berkeley? No insightful lectures about Impressionist art?”
“I save the insightful lectures for my students. And as for anecdotes, none of them involve sex so let’s not waste time with those.”
She ran her hand through her hair and discovered that all the bounce she’d tried to inject into it before heading to the Ice House Bar had deflated. Volume-enhancing mousse? Yeah, right. Apparently nothing could make her stick-straight brown hair look anything other than stick-straight.
“Okay, I’ll bite,” Darcy said. “Why do you have sex on the brain?”
“Because I’m not getting any.”
Darcy sipped her strawberry daiquiri, a drink she’d confessed she hated but drank anyway, claiming men found it sexy. “Aren’t you seeing someone back in California? Dan? Drake?”
“Doug,” Hayden corrected.
“How long have you been together?”
“Two months.”
“And you still haven’t done the mattress mambo?”
“Nope.”
“You’re kidding, right? He’s not down with getting it on?” Darcy paused, looking thoughtful. “Or should I say, he’s not up with it?”
“Oh, he’s up. He just wants, and I quote, ‘to get to know each other fully before we cross the intimacy bridge.’”
Her friend hooted. “The intimacy bridge? Girl, he sounds like a total loser. Dump him. Now. Before he brings up the intimacy bridge again.”
“We’re actually on a break right now,” Hayden admitted. “Before I left I told him I needed some space.”
“Space? Uh-uh. I think what you need is a new boyfriend.”
God, that was the last thing she wanted. Toss her line in the dating pool and start fishing again? No, thank you. After three failed relationships in five years, Hayden had decided to quit falling for bad boys and focus on the good ones. And Doug Lloyd was definitely a good one. He taught a Renaissance course at Berkeley, he was intelligent and witty, and he valued love and commitment as much as she did. Having grown up with a single father, Hayden longed for a partner she could build a home and grow old with.
Her mom had died in a car accident when Hayden was a baby, and her dad had given up on finding love again, opting instead to spend more than twenty years focusing on his hockey-coaching career. He’d finally remarried three years ago, but she suspected loneliness, rather than love, had driven him to do so. Why else would he have proposed to a woman after four months of dating? A woman who was twenty-nine years his junior. A woman he was in the process of divorcing, no less.
Well, she had no intention of following her dad’s example. She wasn’t going to spend decades alone and then jump into marriage with someone totally unsuitable.
Doug held the same mind-set. He was a traditionalist through and through, a believer that marriage should be valued and not rushed into. Besides, he had a rock-hard body that made her mouth water. He’d even let her touch it…once. They’d been kissing on the couch in the living room of her San Francisco town house and she’d slid her hands underneath his button-down shirt. Running her fingers over his rippled chest, she’d murmured, “Let’s move this into the bedroom.”
That’s when he’d dropped the no-intimacy bomb on her. He’d assured her he was unbelievably attracted to her, but that, like marriage, he didn’t believe sex should be rushed. He wanted the first time to be special.
And no amount of chest rubbing could persuade him to let go of his chivalrous intentions.
And therein lay the problem. Doug was simply too nice. At first she’d thought his views on making love were really very sweet. But two months, coupled with eight months of celibacy prior to meeting Doug, added up to extreme sexual frustration on her part.
She loved that Doug was a gentleman but, darn it, sometimes a girl just needed a man.
“Seriously, this Damian guy seems like a wimp,” Darcy said, jerking her from her thoughts.
“Doug.”
“Whatever.” Darcy waved a dismissive hand and tossed her long red hair over her shoulder. “Screw intimacy. If Dustin won’t have sex with you, find someone who will.”
“Believe me, I’m tempted.”
More than tempted, actually. The next couple months were bound to be pure hell. She’d come home after final exams to support her father through his messy divorce, to be the good daughter, but that didn’t mean she had to like the situation.
Her stepmother was determined to squeeze Hayden’s dad for every dime he had. And, boy, did he have a lot of dimes. Though he’d spent most of his life coaching, Presley had always dreamed of owning a team, a goal he’d finally reached seven years ago. Thanks to the substantial insurance settlement he’d received after her mom’s accident, and his wise investment in a pharmaceutical company that had made him millions, he’d been able to purchase the Chicago Warriors franchise. Over the years he’d continued investing and building his fortune, but his main priority was the team. It was all he ever thought about, and that’s what made coming home so difficult.
Her childhood had been chaotic, to say the least. Traveling with her dad across the country for away games, living in Florida for two years when he’d coached the Aces to a championship victory, five years in Texas, three in Oregon. It had been tough, but Hayden’s close relationship with her dad had made the constant upheaval bearable. Her father had always shown an interest in her life. He’d listened while she babbled about her favorite artists, and taken her to countless museums over the years.
Now that she was an adult and he was busy with the team, he no longer seemed to care about making time to connect with her outside of the hockey arena. She knew other team owners didn’t get as involved as her father did, but his background as a coach seemed to influence his new position; he had his hand in every aspect of the Warriors, from drafting players to marketing, and he thrived on it, no matter how time-consuming the work was.
That’s why three years ago she’d decided to accept the full-time position Berkeley had offered her, even though it meant relocating to the West Coast. She’d figured the old absence-makes-the-heart-grow-fonder cliché might kick in and make her father realize there was more to life than hockey. It hadn’t.
So she’d come back to see him through the divorce in hopes that they could reconnect.
“Have you become a nymphomaniac since you left town?” Darcy was asking. “You never mentioned it in your e-mails.”
Hayden forced herself to focus on her best friend and not dwell on her issues with her dad. “I haven’t become a nymphomaniac. I’m just stressed-out and I need to unwind. Do you blame me?”
“Not really. The evil stepmother is throwing poison apples all over the place, huh?”
“You saw the morning paper, too?”
“Oh, yeah. Pretty crappy.”
Hayden raked her fingers through her hair. “Crappy? It’s a disaster.”
“Any truth to it?” Darcy asked carefully.
“Of course not! Dad would never do the things she’s accusing him of.” She tried to control the frustration in her tone. “Let’s not talk about this. Tonight I just want to forget about my dad and Sheila and the whole messy business.”
“All right. Wanna talk about sex again?”
Hayden grinned. “No. I’d rather have sex instead.”
“Then do it. There are tons of men in this place. Pick one and go home with him.”
“You mean a one-night stand?” she asked warily.
“Hell, yeah.”
“I don’t know. It seems kind of sleazy, hopping into bed with someone and never seeing them again.”
“How is that sleazy? I do it all the time.”
Hayden burst out laughing. “Of course you do. You’re commitment-phobic.”
Darcy went through men like socks, and some of the details she shared in her e-mails made Hayden gape. She certainly couldn’t remember ever experiencing seven orgasms in one night, or indulging in a ménage à trois with two firefighters she’d met—figure this one out—at an illegal bonfire in Chicago’s Lincoln Park.
Darcy raised her eyebrows, blue eyes flashing with challenge. “Well, let me ask you this—what sounds more fun, having a few screaming orgasms with a man you may or may not see again, or hiking across the intimacy bridge with Don?”
“Doug.”
Darcy shrugged. “I think we both know my way is better than the highway. Or should I say the bridge?” She fluttered her hand as if waving a white flag. “Sorry, I promise to refrain from any further bridge comments for the rest of the evening.”
Hayden didn’t answer. Instead, she mulled over Darcy’s suggestion. She’d never had a one-night stand in her life. For her, sex came with other things, relationship things, like going to dinner, spending a cozy night in, saying I love you for the first time.
But why did sex always have to be about love? Couldn’t it just be purely for pleasure? No dinner, no I-love-you’s, no expectations?
“I don’t know,” she said slowly. “Falling into bed with a man when last week I was still with Doug?”
“You asked for space for a reason,” Darcy said. “Might as well take advantage of it.”
“By going to bed with someone else.” She sipped her wine, thoughtful and hesitant at the same time.
“Why not?” Darcy said. “Look, you’ve spent years searching for a guy to build a life with—maybe you should try looking for one who jump-starts your libido instead. The way I see it, it’s time for you to have some fun, Hayden. I think you need fun.”
She sighed. “I think so, too.”
Darcy’s grin widened. “You’re seriously considering it, aren’t you?”
“If I see a guy I like, I just might.”
Her own words surprised her, but they made sense. What was so wrong with hooking up with a stranger in a bar? People did wild things like that all the time, and maybe right now she needed to be a little wild.
Darcy twirled the straw around in her daiquiri glass, looking pensive. “What’s your pseudonym going to be?”
“My pseudonym?” she echoed.
“Yeah. If you’re going to do this right, you need total anonymity. Be someone else for the night. Like Yolanda.”
“No way,” she objected with a laugh. “I’d rather just be myself.”
“Fine.” Darcy’s shoulders drooped.
“We’re getting ahead of ourselves, Darce. Shouldn’t I pick the guy first?”
Darcy’s enthusiasm returned. “Good point. Let’s spin the man wheel and see who it lands on.”
Stifling a laugh, Hayden followed her friend’s lead and swept her eyes around the crowded bar. Everywhere she looked, she saw men. Tall ones, short ones, cute ones, bald ones. None of them sparked her interest.
And then she saw him.
Standing at the counter with his back turned to them was the lucky winner of the man wheel. All she could see was a head of dark brown hair, a broad back clad in a navy-blue sweater and long legs encased in denim. Oh, and the butt. Hard not to notice that tight little butt.
“Excellent selection,” Darcy teased, following her gaze.
“I can’t see his face,” she complained, trying not to crane her neck.
“Patience, grasshopper.”
Holding her breath, Hayden watched the man drop a few bills on the sleek mahogany counter and accept a tall glass of beer from the bartender. When he turned around, she sucked in an impressed gasp. The guy had the face of a Greek god, chiseled, rugged, with intense blue eyes that caused her heart to pound and sensual lips that made her mouth tingle. And he was huge. With his back turned he hadn’t seemed this big, but now, face-to-face, she realized he stood well over six feet and had the kind of chest a woman wanted to rest her head on. She could see the muscular planes of his chest even through his sweater.
“Wow,” she muttered, more to herself than Darcy.
A shiver of anticipation danced through her as she imagined spending the night with him.
Beer in hand, the man strode toward one of the pool tables at the far end of the bar, and headed for the cue rack. Setting his glass on the small ledge along the wall, he grabbed a cue and proceeded to rack the balls on the green felt table. A second later, a tall, lanky college-age kid approached and they exchanged a few words. The kid snatched up a cue and joined Mr. Delicious at the table.
Hayden turned back to Darcy and saw her friend rolling her eyes. “What?” she said, feeling a bit defensive.
“What are you waiting for?” Darcy prompted.
She glanced at the dark-haired sex god again. “I should go over there?”
“If you’re serious about doing the nasty tonight, then, yeah, go over there.”
“And do what?”
“Shoot some pool. Talk. Flirt. You know, look under the hood before you commit to buying the car.”
“He’s not a car, Darce.”
“Yeah, but if he was, he’d be something dangerously hot, like a Hummer.”
Hayden burst out laughing. If there was one thing to be said about Darcy, it was that she truly was one of a kind.
“Come on, go over there,” Darcy repeated.
She swallowed. “Now?”
“No, next week.”
Her mouth grew even drier, prompting her to down the rest of her wine.
“You’re seriously nervous about this, aren’t you?” Darcy said, blue eyes widening in wonder. “When did you become so shy? You give lectures to classes of hundreds. He’s just one man, Hayden.”
Her eyes drifted back in the guy’s direction. She noticed how his back muscles bunched together as he rested his elbows on the pool table, how his taut backside looked practically edible in those faded jeans.
He’s just one man, she said to herself, shaking off her nerves. Right. Just one tall, sexy, oozing-with-raw-masculinity man.
This would be a piece of cake.
 
BRODY CROFT CIRCLED the pool table, his eyes sharp as a hawk’s as he examined his options. With a quick nod, he pointed and said, “Thirteen, side pocket.”
His young companion, wearing a bright red Hawaiian T-shirt that made Brody’s eyes hurt, raised his eyebrows. “Really? Tough shot, man.”
“I can handle it.”
And handle it he did. The ball slid cleanly into the pocket, making the kid beside him groan.
“Nice, man. Nice.”
“Thanks.” He moved to line up his next shot when he noticed his opponent staring at him. “Something wrong?”
“No, uh, nothing’s wrong. Are—are you Brody Croft?” the guy blurted out, looking embarrassed.
Brody smothered a laugh. He’d wondered how long it would take the kid to ask. Not that he was conceited enough to think everyone on the planet knew who he was, but seeing as this bar was owned by Alexi Nicklaus and Jeff Wolinski, two fellow Warriors, most of the patrons were bound to be hockey fans.
“At your service,” he said easily, extending his hand.
The kid gripped it tightly, as if he were sinking in a pit of quicksand and Brody’s hand was the lifeline keeping him alive. “This is so awesome! I’m Mike, by the way.”
The look of pure adoration on Mike’s face brought a knot of discomfort to Brody’s gut. He always enjoyed meeting fans, but sometimes the hero worship went a little too far.
“What do you say we keep playing?” he suggested, gesturing to the pool table.
“Yeah. I mean, sure! Let’s play!” Mike’s eyes practically popped out of his angular face. “I can’t wait to tell the guys I played a round of pool with Brody Croft.”
Since he couldn’t come up with a response that didn’t include something asinine, like “thank you,” Brody chalked up the end of his cue. The next shot would be more difficult than the first, but again, nothing he couldn’t manage. He’d worked in a bar like this one back when he’d played for the farm team and was barely bringing in enough cash to feed his goldfish, let alone himself. He used to hang out after work shooting pool with the other waiters, eventually developing a fondness for the game. With the way his schedule was now, he rarely had time to play anymore.
But with rumors about a possible league investigation swirling, thanks to allegations made in a recent interview with the team owner’s soon-to-be ex-wife, Brody might end up with more free time than he wanted. Mrs. Houston apparently had proof that her husband had bribed at least two players to bring forth a loss and that he’d placed substantial—illegal—bets on those fixed games.
While there was probably no truth to any of it, Brody was growing concerned with the rumors.
A few years ago a similar scandal had plagued the Colorado Kodiaks. Only three players had been involved, but many innocent players suffered—other teams were reluctant to pick them up due to their association with the tarnished franchise.
Hell would freeze over before he’d accept a payout, and he had no intention of being lumped in with any of the players who might have. His contract was due to expire at the end of the season. He’d be a free agent then, which meant he needed to remain squeaky clean if he wanted to sign with a new team or remain with the Warriors.
He tried to remind himself that this morning’s paper was filled with nothing but rumors. If something materialized from Sheila Houston’s claims, he’d worry about it then. Right now, he needed to focus on playing his best so the Warriors could win the first play-offs round and move on to the next.
Resting the cue between his thumb and forefinger, Brody positioned the shot, took one last look and pulled the cue back.
From the corner of his eye, a woman’s curvy figure drew his attention, distracting him just as he pushed the cue forward. The brief diversion caused his fingers to slip, and the white ball sailed across the felt, avoided every other ball on the table and slid directly into the far pocket. Scratch.
Damn.
Scowling, he lifted his head just as the source of his distraction drew near.
“You could do it over,” Mike said quickly, fumbling for the white ball and placing it back on the table. “It’s called a mulligan or something.”
“That’s golf,” Brody muttered, his gaze glued to the approaching brunette.
A few years ago an interviewer for Sports Illustrated had asked him to describe the type of women he was attracted to. “Leggy blondes” had been his swift response, which was pretty much the exact opposite of the woman who’d now stopped two feet in front of him. And yet his mouth went dry at the sight of her, his body quickly responding to every little detail. The silky chocolate-brown hair falling over her shoulders, the vibrant green eyes the same shade as a lush rain forest, the petite body with more curves than his brain could register.
His breath hitched as their eyes met. The whisper of an uncertain smile that tugged at her full lips sent a jolt to his groin. Jeez. He couldn’t remember the last time a single smile from a woman had evoked such an intense response.
“I thought I’d play the winner.” Her soft, husky voice promptly delivered another shock wave to Brody’s crotch.
Stunned to find he was two seconds away from a full-blown erection, he tried to remind his body that he wasn’t a teenager any longer, but a twenty-nine-year-old man who knew how to control himself. Hell, he could control the puck while fending off elbows and cross-checks from opposing attackers; getting a hold of his hormones should be a piece of cake.
“Here, just take my place now,” Mike burst out, quickly pushing his cue into her hands. His gaze dropped to the cleavage spilling over the scooped neckline of the brunette’s yellow tank top, and then the kid turned to Brody and winked. “Have fun, man.”
Brody wrinkled his brow, wondering if Mike thought he was graciously passing this curvy bombshell over to him or something, but before he could say anything, Mike disappeared in the crowd.
Brody swallowed, then focused his eyes on the sexy little woman who’d managed to get him hard with one smile.
She didn’t look like the type you’d find in a sports bar, even one as upscale as this. Sure, her body was out of this world, but something about her screamed innocence. The freckles splattering the bridge of her nose maybe, or perhaps the way she kept biting on the corner of her bottom lip like a bunny nibbling on a piece of lettuce.
Before he could stop it, the image of those plump red lips nibbling on one particular part of his anatomy slid to the forefront of his brain like a well-placed slap shot to the net. His cock pushed against the fly of his jeans.
So much for controlling his hormones.
“I’m guessing it’s my turn,” she said. Tilting her head, she offered another endearing smile. “Seeing as you just blew your shot.”
He cleared his throat. “Uh, yeah.”
Snap out of it, man.
Right, he needed to regroup here. He played hockey, yeah, but he wasn’t a player anymore. His love-’em-and-leave-’em ways were in the past. He was sick to death of women fawning all over him because of his career. Nowadays all he had to do was walk into a place—club, bar, the public library—and a warm, willing female was by his side, ready to jump his bones. And he couldn’t even count the number of times he’d heard, “Do you like it rough off the ice, baby?”
Well, screw it. He’d been down the casual road, had his fun, scored off the ice as often as he scored on it, but now it was time to take a new path. One where the woman in his bed actually gave a damn about him, and not the hockey star she couldn’t wait to gush to her friends about.
The sexual fog in his brain cleared, leaving him alert and composed, and completely aware of the flush on the brunette’s cheeks and the hint of attraction in her eyes. If this woman was looking to score with Mr. Hockey, she had another think coming.
“I’m Hayden,” his new opponent said, uncertainty floating through her forest-green eyes.
“Brody Croft,” he returned coolly, waiting for the flicker of recognition to cross her features.
It didn’t happen. No flash of familiarity, no widening of the eyes. Her expression didn’t change in the slightest.
“It’s nice to meet you. Brody.” Her voice lingered on his name, as if she were testing it out for size. She must have decided she liked the fit, because she gave a small nod and turned her attention to the table. After a quick examination, she pointed to the ball he’d failed to sink and called the shot.
Okay, was he supposed to believe she genuinely didn’t know who he was? That she’d walked into a sports bar and randomly chosen to hit on the only hockey player in attendance?
“So…did you catch the game last night?” he said with a casual slant of the head.
She gave him a blank stare. “What game?”
“Game one of the play-offs, Warriors and Vipers. Seriously good hockey, in my opinion.”
Her brows drew together in a frown. “Oh. I’m not really a fan, to be honest.”
“You don’t like the Warriors?”
“I don’t like hockey.” She made a self-deprecating face. “Actually, I can’t say I enjoy any sport, really. Maybe the gymnastics in the summer Olympics?”
He couldn’t help but grin. “Are you asking or telling?”
She smiled back. “Telling. And I guess it’s very telling that I only watch a sports event once every four years, huh?”
He found himself liking the dry note to her throaty voice when she admitted her disinterest in sports. Her honesty was rare. Most—fine, all—of the women he encountered claimed to love his sport of choice, and if they didn’t truly love it, they pretended to, as if sharing that common interest made them soul mates.
“But I love this game,” Hayden added, raising her cue. “It counts as a sport, right?”
“It does in my book.”
She nodded, then focused on the balls littering the table. She leaned forward to take her shot.
He got a nice eyeful of her cleavage, a tantalizing swell of creamy-white skin spilling over the neckline of her snug yellow top. When he lowered his eyes, he couldn’t help but admire her full breasts, hugged firmly by a thin bra he could only see the outline of.
She took the shot, and he raised his brows, impressed, as the ball cleanly disappeared into the pocket. She was good.
All right, more than good, he had to relent as she proceeded to circle the table and sink ball after ball.
“Where’d you learn to play like that?” he asked, finally finding his voice.
She met his eyes briefly before sinking the last solid on the table. “My dad.” She smiled again. Those pouty lips just screamed for his mouth to do wicked things to them. “He bought me my own table when I was nine, set it up right next to his. We used to play side by side in the basement every night before I went to bed.”
“Does he still play?”
Her eyes clouded. “No. He’s too busy with work to relax around a pool table anymore.” She straightened her back and glanced at the table. “Eight ball, corner pocket.”
At this point, Brody didn’t even care about the game Hayden was certain to win. The sweet scent of her perfume, a fruity sensual aroma, floated in the air and made him mindless with need. Man, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so drawn to a woman.
After sinking the eight ball, she moved toward him, each step she took heightening his desire. She ran her fingers through her dark hair, and a new aroma filled his nostrils. Strawberries. Coconut.
He was suddenly very, very hungry.
“Good game,” she said, shooting him another smile. Impish, this time.
His mouth twisted wryly. “I didn’t even get to play.”
“I’m sorry.” She paused. “Do you like to play?”
Was she referring to pool? Or a different game? Maybe the kind you played in bed. Naked.
“Pool, I mean,” she added quickly.
“Sure, I like pool. Among other things.” Let’s see how she handles that.
A cute rosy flush spread over her cheeks. “Me, too. I mean, I like other things.”
His curiosity sparked as he stared at the enigma in front of him. He got the distinct impression that she was flirting with him. Or trying to, at least. Yet her unmistakable blush and the slight trembling of her hands betrayed the confident air she tried to convey.
Did she do this often? Flirt with strange men in bars? Looking at her again, now that he was able to see through the fog of initial attraction, it didn’t seem like the case. She was dressed rather conservatively. Sure, the top was low-cut, but it covered her midriff, and her jeans didn’t ride low on her hips like those of most of the other women in this place. And sexy as she was, she didn’t seem to be aware of her own appeal.
“That’s good. Other things can be a lot of fun,” he answered, unable to stop the husky pitch of his voice.
Their gazes connected. Brody could swear the air crackled and hissed with sexual tension. Or maybe he just imagined it. He couldn’t deny the hum of awareness thudding in his groin like the bass line of a sultry jazz tune, but maybe he was alone in the feeling. It was difficult to get a read on Hayden.
“So…Brody.” His name rolled off her lips in a way that had his body growing stiff. That didn’t say much, considering that every part of him was already hard and prickling with anticipation.
He wanted her in his bed.
Whoa—where had that come from?
Five minutes ago he was telling himself it was time to quit falling into bed with women who didn’t give a damn about him and look for something more meaningful. So why the hell was he anticipating a roll in the hay with a woman he’d just met?
Because she’s different.
The observation came out of nowhere, bringing with it a baffling swirl of emotion. Yes, this woman had somehow managed to elicit primal, greedy lust in him. Yes, her body was designed to drive a man wild. But something about her seriously intrigued him. Those damn cute freckles, the shy smiles, the look in her eyes that clearly said, “I want to go to bed with you but I’m apprehensive about it.” It was the combination of sensuality and bashfulness, excitement and wariness, that attracted him to her.
He opened his mouth to say something, anything, but promptly closed it when Hayden reached out to touch his arm.
Looking up at him with those bottomless green eyes, she said, “Look, I know this is going to sound…forward. And don’t think I do this often—I’ve never done this actually, but…” She took a breath. “Would you like to come back to my hotel?”
Ah, her hotel. An out-of-towner. That explained why she hadn’t recognized him. And yet he got the feeling that even if she did know what he did for a living, she wouldn’t care.
He liked that.
“Well?” she said, fixing him with an expectant stare.
He couldn’t stop the teasing twinge in his voice. “And what will we do in your hotel room?”
A hint of a smile. “We could have a nightcap.”
“A nightcap,” he repeated.
“Or we could talk. Watch television. Order room service.”
The little vixen was teasing him, he realized. And, damn, but he liked this side of her, too.
“Maybe raid the minifridge?”
“Definitely.”
Their eyes met and locked, the heat of desire and promise of sex filling the space between them. Finally he shoved his pool cue in the rack and strode back to her. Screw it. He’d told himself no more sleazy bar pickups, but damn it, this didn’t feel sleazy. It felt right.
Barely able to disguise the urgency in his tone, he curled his fingers over her hot, silky skin and said, “Let’s go.”
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DEAR GOD, he’d said yes.
She’d invited a gorgeous stranger back to her hotel room for a nightcap (translation: sex) and he’d actually said yes.
Hayden resisted the urge to fan her hot face with her hands. Instead, trying to remain cool and collected, she said, “I’ll meet you outside, okay? I just need to tell my friend I’m leaving.”
His smoldering blue eyes studied her for a moment, making her grow hotter. With a quick nod, he exited the bar. Tearing her attention away from his criminally sexy backside, she spun on her heel and hurried back to Darcy, dodging people along the way. When she reached the table, Darcy greeted her with a delighted grin. “You bad girl, you,” she teased, wagging her finger.
Sliding into the chair, Hayden swallowed hard and willed her heartbeat to slow. “Jesus. I can’t believe I’m doing this.”
“I take it he said yes?”
Hayden ignored the question. “I just propositioned a complete stranger. Granted, he’s a very sexy stranger, but hell! I’m not sure I can do this.”
“Of course you can.”
“But I don’t even know him. What if he hacks me to pieces and hides my dismembered body parts in the air-conditioning system of the hotel or something?”
“You have your cell phone?”
She nodded.
“If you see any sign of trouble, call the cops. Or call me and I’ll call the cops.” Darcy shrugged. “But I wouldn’t worry. He doesn’t seem like the serial-killer type.”
Hayden blew out a breath. “That’s what they said about Ted Bundy.”
“You can back out, you know. You don’t have to sleep with this guy. But you want to, don’t you?”
Did she want to? Oh, yeah. As the image of Brody’s chiseled face and scrumptious body flashed through her brain, some of her nervousness dissolved. He was hands down the most gorgeous man she’d ever met. And she got the feeling he knew his way around a bedroom. The raw sex appeal pouring out of him told her she might be in for a very stimulating night.
“I want to.” Newfound confidence washed over her. “And I probably shouldn’t keep him waiting.”
Darcy winked. “Have fun.”
“Are you going to be okay here alone?”
“Of course.” Darcy gestured to her fruity pink drink. “This daiquiri will attract the fellows like flies to honey. For the purpose of this analogy, I’ll be the honey.”
Hayden laughed. “Whatever you say.”
With a quick wave, she threaded through the crowd toward the door. When she stepped into the cool night air, she spotted Brody standing near one of the potted plants in the entrance, his hands slung in the pockets of his jeans. A shiver tickled her belly as she took in his profile. He really was spectacular. Her gaze lowered to his lips. She wondered what they would feel like pressed against her own. Would they be soft? Hard? Both?
“Hey,” she said, her voice wavering.
She took a step forward just as he turned to face her. His expression, appreciative, anticipatory, sizzled her nerves. “Your car or mine?” he asked in a rough voice that made her toes curl.
“I don’t have a car. My friend drove here.” A squeak, her voice had come out in a damn squeak.
“My car’s over there.” He nodded, then began walking toward the parking lot. He didn’t check to see if she was following. As if he just assumed she was.
This was her chance to walk away. She could hurry into the bar and pretend she’d never asked this man to come back to her hotel. She could phone up Doug, have a heart-to-heart, maybe entice him into engaging in some phone sex…. Ha! Fat chance.
She hurried to keep up with Brody’s purposeful strides.
“Nice car,” she remarked when they reached the shiny black BMW SUV.
“Thanks.” He pulled a set of keys from his front pocket and pressed a button. The car’s security system beeped as the doors unlocked, and he reached for the passenger door and opened it for her. Hayden settled against the leather seat and waited for Brody to get in.
After he’d buckled his seat belt and started the engine, he turned to her and asked, “Where to?”
“The Ritz-Carlton.”
He raised his eyebrows but didn’t say anything, just pulled out of the parking lot and made a left turn. “So where are you from, Hayden?”
“I was born in Chicago, but I’ve been living in San Francisco for the past three years.”
“And what do you do out there?”
“I’m a junior professor at Berkeley. I teach art history, and I’m also working toward a Ph.D.”
Before she could ask him what he did for a living, he said, “Sounds exciting.”
She got the feeling he wasn’t talking about her career anymore. Her suspicions were confirmed when his gaze swept over face and dropped to her cleavage. Under his brief—but appreciative—scrutiny, her nipples tightened against her lace bra.
She played with the sleeve of the green wool sweater she’d brought instead of a coat, focusing on the scenery along South Michigan Avenue, afraid to look at him again. If he got her this aroused from one hooded glance, what on earth would he do to her in bed?
Gosh, she couldn’t wait to find out.
The rest of the car ride was silent. They reached the hotel, and Brody pulled into the lot and killed the engine. Still, neither of them spoke. As she unbuckled her seat belt, her pulse began to race. This was it. An hour ago she’d been complaining to Darcy about the lack of sex in her life, and now here she was, walking into the lobby of the Ritz with the sexiest man she’d ever encountered.
Her heart thumped against her rib cage as they rode the elevator up to the penthouse. Shooting her a quizzical look, he said, “You must make good money at Berkeley.”
She simply nodded, her expression vague. She didn’t want to tell him that the lavish penthouse actually belonged to her father. Her dad had lived here up until three years ago, before he’d married Sheila. He kept the place so Hayden would have somewhere to stay when she came to visit. But she didn’t want to tell Brody, mostly because that would lead to questions like what does your father do? Which would then lead to questions about her dad’s hockey team and that was one topic of conversation she tried to avoid.
With the exception of Doug, most of the men she’d dated over the years had gone a little crazy when they found out her father owned the Warriors. Once, she’d dated a man who’d badgered her constantly to get him season tickets—which had driven her to promptly break up with him.
She understood the sports obsession that came with most males, but just once it would be nice if she were the source of a man’s infatuation.
The elevator doors opened right into the living room. Decorated in shades of black and gold, the room boasted four enormous leather couches in the center, all positioned in the direction of a fifty-six-inch plasma television mounted on the far wall. The suite had three large bedrooms, as well as a private covered balcony with a ten-person hot tub. In the corner of the main suite was a wet bar, which Hayden made a beeline for the second they stepped inside.
She wasn’t a big drinker, but her nerves were shaky, making her hands tremble and her heartbeat erratic, and she hoped the alcohol might calm her down.
“What can I get you?” she called over her shoulder. “There’s beer, scotch, whiskey, bourbon—”
“You.” With a soft laugh, Brody eliminated the distance between them.
Oh, God, he was huge. She had to fully tilt her head up to look at him. At five feet three inches, she felt like a dwarf next to him. Her heart jammed in her throat as he stepped even closer. She could feel his body heat, his warm breath tickling her ear as he leaned down and whispered, “That was the nightcap you were referring to, wasn’t it?”
His low, husky voice heated her veins. When she met his eyes, she saw the unmistakable desire glittering in their cobalt-blue depths. “Well?” he prompted.
“Yes.” The word squeaked out of her mouth.
He settled his big hands on her waist, yet didn’t press his body against hers. Despite the pounding of her heart, anticipation began to build in her belly, slowly crept up to her breasts like a vine and made them grow heavy, achy. She wanted him closer, wanted to feel his firm chest on her breasts, his hardness between her thighs.
Brody lifted one hand and brushed his thumb against her lower lip. “If you want to change your mind, now’s the time.”
He waited for her answer, watching her closely. Her throat grew dry, while another part of her grew wet.
Did she want to change her mind? Maybe she should call her own bluff now, before things got out of hand. But as she studied his handsome face, she realized she didn’t want him to leave. So what if this wouldn’t result in I-love-you’s and cosigning a mortgage for a house? Tonight wasn’t about that. Tonight she was stressed and tired and sexually frustrated. And just once she wanted to be with a man without thinking about the future.
“I haven’t changed my mind,” she murmured.
“Good.”
He skimmed his hand over her hip, moving it to her back, grazing her tailbone. Then he stared at her lips, as if pondering, debating.
His slow perusal lasted too long for her throbbing body. She wanted him to kiss her. Now. She let out a tiny groan to voice her anguish.
Amusement danced across his features. “What? What do you want, Hayden?”
“Your mouth.” The words flew out before she could stop them, shocking her. Since when was she this forward?
“All right.” He dipped his head and planted a soft kiss on her neck, lightly biting the tender flesh with his teeth.
She whimpered and he responded with a chuckle, his warm breath moistening her skin. He trailed his tongue up to her earlobe, flicked over it, licked it, then blew a stream of air over it, making her shiver.
Fire began simmering in her blood, heating all the parts that already ached for him. She reached up and touched his dark hair, relishing the silky texture. She’d never known a simple kiss could have such a slow buildup. Most of the men in her past had thrust their tongues into her mouth and quickly followed suit by thrusting themselves into her.
But Brody, he took his time.
He tortured her.
“Your skin tastes like…” He kissed her jaw, then nipped at it. “Strawberries. And honey.”
All she could do was shiver in response.
“Take off your clothes,” he said roughly.
She swallowed. “Now?”
“Now would be a good time, yes.”
She reached for the hem of her sweater, trying to fight the insecurity spiraling through her. She’d never stripped for a man before. Was she supposed to put on a show? Dance? Well, forget that. No matter how much she wanted him right now, she wasn’t going to pretend to be the sexy seductress she wasn’t.
She pulled her sweater and tank top over her head, pleased to hear Brody’s breath hitch at the sight of her lacy wisp of a bra. When she reached for the front clasp, he shook his head. “No. Not yet. First the jeans.”
Well. Commanding, wasn’t he?
Obligingly, she wiggled out of her jeans and let them drop to the floor. Her black panties matched her bra, and they, too, left little to the imagination.
Brody’s eyes widened with approval. She was starting to get the hang of this stripping thing. Hooking her thumbs under the spaghetti-thin straps that constituted a waistband, she pulled her panties down her thighs, slowly, bending over a little so he could get a peek at her cleavage.
Naked from the waist down, she held his gaze. “Like what you see?”
His serious expression never faltered. “Very much. Now the bra.”
In one slow, fluid movement, she unclasped her bra and tossed it aside. Strangely enough, she no longer felt insecure.
“I like—” he stepped closer and brushed his thumb over the swell of one breast “—these. A lot.”
She wondered if he realized he still hadn’t kissed her lips. Though the way his eyes burned every inch of skin she’d just exposed to him, she felt thoroughly kissed.
“Your turn. Get rid of your clothes.”
He grinned. “Why don’t you do it for me?”
The thought of undressing him was so appealing that her nipples hardened. He didn’t miss the reaction, and his grin widened.
“Gets you going, doesn’t it, the thought of peeling these clothes off my body?” he taunted.
“Yes,” she blew out.
“Then do it.”
With a shaky breath, she grasped his sweater, bunching the material between her fingers before lifting it up his chest and over his head. That first sight of his bare chest stole the breath from her lungs. Every inch of him was hard. His defined pectorals, the rippling abs and trim hips. He had a two-inch scar under his collarbone, and another under his chin that she hadn’t noticed before, but the scars only added to his appeal, making him appear dangerous.
A badass tribal tattoo covered one firm bicep, while the other boasted a lethal-looking dragon in mid-flight. It reminded her of her own tattoo, the one she’d gotten for the sole purpose of pissing off her father after he’d grounded her for missing curfew when she was seventeen. Even now the spontaneity of her actions—getting a tattoo!—surprised her. Darcy always teased that she had a secret wild side, and maybe she did, but it rarely made any appearances.
Tonight, though, her wild side had definitely come out to play.
“Like what you see?” Brody mimicked, the heat in his eyes telling her he was enjoying the attention.
She licked her lips. “Yes.” Then she reached for his fly, un-buttoned it and pulled the zipper down. She bent over to slide his jeans off, admiring his long legs and muscular thighs and the erection that pushed against the black boxer briefs he wore, a thick ridge that made her mouth water.
Dear God, this was insanity.
Stumbling to her feet, she tugged at his waistband and helped him out of the briefs. Leaving him as naked as she was.
She shyly appraised his body, which was toned, muscled and unbelievably male. She eyed his impressive erection, then trembled at the thought of that hard, pulsing cock buried deep inside her.
Suddenly she could no longer bear it.
“For God’s sake, kiss me,” she blurted out.
“Yes, ma’am.” His eyes gleaming, Brody pressed his body against hers and finally bent down to capture her mouth.
Oh, sweet Jesus.
He felt and tasted like heaven. With skilled ease, he explored her mouth, swirling and thrusting his tongue into every crevice, hot and greedy. When he sucked on her bottom lip, she let out a deep moan then pulled back and stared at him in awe.
Brody seemed to know exactly what to do, turning her on in a way she’d never anticipated. He fondled her breasts for an excruciatingly long time before finally dipping his head and sampling one mound with his tongue.
He sucked the nipple hard, flicked his tongue over it, nibbled on it until she cried out with pleasure that bordered on pain, and just when she thought it couldn’t possibly feel better than that, he turned his attention to her other breast.
Arousal drummed through her body, until her thighs grew slick from her own wetness, and she found herself choking out, “We need a bed. Now.”
 
DAMN, HE HADN’T expected her to be like this. Deliciously demanding and so gorgeous. Something about Hayden sent lust and curiosity spinning through him, the need to both claim her and unravel the mystery of her.
And there was definitely plenty to learn about this freckle-faced professor who had initiated a one-night stand when it was obviously not in her nature.
He sucked on her nipple once more before pulling his head away and straightening his back. His mouth went dry as sawdust as he stared at the evidence of his handiwork on those high, full breasts. His stubble had chafed the hell out of her creamy white skin, leaving splotches of red, and the tips of her dusky pink nipples glistened with the moisture, making him want to feast on her again.
His eyes dropped to the wispy line of dark hair between her thighs. He knew it was called a landing strip and goddamn but he couldn’t wait to land his tongue down there. The sparse amount of hair offered a mouthwatering view of her swollen clit.
His already hot and hard body grew hotter and harder.
“Where’s the bedroom?” he groaned.
Hayden’s mouth quirked. Without answering, she turned on her heel toward the unlit hallway.
Brody took two steps, then stopped when he noticed the tattoo on her lower back. Oh, man. In the shadowy corridor he could just make out the shape of a bird. A hawk, or an eagle. Dark, dangerous, incredibly sexy and completely surprising. He’d known this woman was different. Her tattoo was so tantalizing he marched up to her and gripped her slender waist with both hands.
The top of her head barely reached his chin. How had this saucy little woman reduced him to a state of foolish hunger?
As his hands trailed down her hips, she twisted her head slightly to send him a look that said she was curious about his next move.
His next move consisted of dropping to his knees and outlining the tattoo with his tongue.
Hayden shuddered, but he kept one hand on her waist, keeping her steady. “Why an eagle?” he murmured, kissing her lower back.
“I like eagles.”
A very simple answer from a very complicated woman. He stroked her ass with his hand, then lowered his head and bit into the soft flesh.
“Bedroom,” she gasped.
“Screw it,” he muttered.
Still holding her secure with one hand, he slid the other around to her front and ran one finger over her clit. She hissed out a breath, then jerked forward, pressing her palms to the wall and raising that firm ass so that he got a very naughty view of her glistening sex.
He moved closer as if being pulled by a magnet. As his pulse drummed in his ears, he licked her damp folds from behind and used his finger to stroke her clit.
Hayden shuddered again. “That feels…” she moaned “…amazing.”
“What about this? How does this feel?”
He shoved his tongue directly into her opening.
Her breath hitched.
He chuckled at her reaction, then thrust his tongue right back inside her enticing sex before she could catch her breath.
Hayden’s soft moans filled the wide hallway. Her breathing grew ragged, her clit swollen beneath his thumb, her sex wet with arousal. He kissed her once more, then moved his mouth away and replaced it with two fingers.
“Are you trying to make me come?” she choked out.
“That was the plan, yeah.”
He explored her silky heat, fingering her deftly, enjoying her soft whimpers of pleasure while at the same time trying to ignore his erection, which was threatening to explode.
Any second now his control would shatter, he knew it would, but he held on to that one tiny thread of restraint, feeling it slowly unravel and fray inside him. Hayden’s cry of abandon made him move faster, increase his pressure over her clit and add another finger into the mix. And then she came. Loudly. Without inhibition. She pushed her ass into his hand as her inner muscles tightened and contracted over his fingers.
“Oh, God…Brody…” Her voice dissolved into a contented sigh.
A moment later she slid down to the carpeted floor, her bare back pressing into his chest as he continued to trace lazy figure-eights over her clit.
She shifted so they were face-to-face, her green eyes burning with need, her face flushed from her climax. She looked so good that he leaned forward to push his tongue through her pliant lips, intent on exploring every recess of her hot, wet mouth, desperate to taste every part of this woman.
Without breaking the kiss, he rolled her gently onto her back and covered her body with his.
“I need to be inside you,” he choked out.
It was a primal urge, an overwhelming desire to possess and one he never knew he had, but sure enough it was there, making his entire body tense with need, waiting to be released.
Tearing his mouth from hers, he stood up and left her in the hall. He returned a moment later with the condoms that had been tucked in his wallet. Only three condoms, he realized as he glanced down at his hand. Maybe he was being overly optimistic, but as he looked at Hayden, he suspected he might need to make a trip to the drugstore. She hadn’t bothered getting up and she looked ridiculously sexy lying there on the floor beneath him. Sexy and trashy and so damn appealing his cock twitched with impatience.
The air was thick with tension, the hallway quiet save for their heavy breathing. Before he could tear open the condom packet, she sat up and murmured, “Not yet.”
Then she wrapped her lips around him.
“Jesus,” he mumbled, nearly keeling over backward.
The feel of her eager mouth surrounding him brought on an unexpected shudder. She took him deeper into her mouth, cupping his balls, stroking his ass and licking every hard inch of him.
A few moments of exquisite torture were all he could bear. Hard as it was to pull back from the best blow job of his life, he gently moved her head, so close to exploding he wasn’t sure how he managed to hold back.
He lowered himself onto her again and Hayden sighed as one palm closed over her breast. “It’s been so long…”
“How long?” he asked.
“Too long.”
He lightly pinched her nipple before bending down to kiss it. “I’ll take it slow then.” He sucked the nipple deep in his mouth, rolled the other one between his thumb and forefinger.
She forced his head up and kissed him. “No.” She took his hand and dragged it between her legs. “I want fast.”
He swallowed when he touched her sex, still moist from her climax.
He grew even harder, wanting so badly to put the damn condom on and slide into her slick heat. But the gentleman in him argued to go slow, to taste every inch of her body and bring her over the edge again before he took his own release. Once more he tried to slow the pace, stroking her with his thumb.
His gentlemanly intentions got him nowhere.
“I’m ready,” she said between gritted teeth. “I don’t need slow. I need you to fuck me, Brody.”
His cock jerked at the wicked request.
Oh, man. He’d never have pegged this woman as a dirty talker. But, damn, how he liked it.
Without another word, he rolled the condom onto his shaft, positioned himself between her thighs and drove deep inside her. They released simultaneous groans.
Burying his face in the curve of her neck, Brody inhaled the sweet feminine scent of her and withdrew, slowly, torturously, only to thrust into her to the hilt before she could blink.
“You’re so tight,” he muttered in her ear. “So wet.”
“Told you I was ready,” she said between gasps of pleasure.
He slammed into her, over and over again, groaning each time she lifted her hips to take him deeper. It was too fast for him, and yet it felt like everything was moving in slow motion. The way she dug her fingers into his buttocks and pulled him toward her, squeezing his cock with her tight wetness. The rising pleasure in his body, the impatient throb in his groin that forced him to move even faster.
She exploded again, quivering, shuddering, making little mewling sounds that had his entire body burning with excitement.
He continued plunging into her until finally he couldn’t take it anymore. He came a second later, kissing her harshly as his climax rocked into him with the force of a hurricane. Shards of pleasure ripped through him, hot, intense, insistent. Uncontrollable. He fought for air, wondering how it was possible that the little woman beneath him had managed to bring him to the most incredible release of his life.
They lay there for a moment, breathing ragged, bodies slick, his cock still buried inside her.
Hayden ran her hands along his sweat-soaked back, then murmured, “Not bad.”
Even in his state of orgasmic numbness Brody managed a mock frown. “Not bad? That’s all you can say?”
“Fine, it was tremendously good.”
“That’s better.”
With a small grin, she disentangled herself from his embrace and got to her feet. Her gaze ruefully drifted in the direction of the bedroom they’d never managed to reach. “Five more steps and we could’ve been on my big, comfortable bed.”
He propped himself up on his elbows, the soft carpet itching the hell out of his back. “Don’t you worry, Hayden,” he said with a rakish glint in his eye. “The night is still young.”


3

“HOW MANY?” Darcy demanded the next day.
Hayden moved her cell phone to her other ear and maneuvered her rental car through afternoon traffic. Chicago’s downtown core was surprisingly busy; tonight’s Warriors game had probably compelled more than a few people to leave work early. Hayden, on the other hand, didn’t have a choice in the matter. Whether she wanted to or not, she was about to spend the evening sitting next to her dad in the owner’s box, watching a sport she not only found dismally boring, but one she’d resented for years.
God, she couldn’t even count how many games she’d been dragged to over the years. Hundreds? Thousands? Regardless of the final tally, she was no closer to liking hockey now, at twenty-six, than she had been at age six, when her father took her to her first game. To her, hockey meant constant uprooting. Traveling, moving, sitting behind the bench with a coloring book because her dad hadn’t felt right hiring a nanny.
A shrink would probably tell her that she was projecting, taking out her frustration with her father on an innocent little sport, but she couldn’t help it. No matter how hard she’d tried over the years, she couldn’t bring herself to appreciate or enjoy the damn game.
“I don’t kiss and tell,” she said into her cell, stopping at a red light. An El train whizzed overhead, momentarily making her deaf to anything but the thundering of the train as it tore down the tracks.
“Like hell you don’t,” Darcy was saying when the noise died down. “How many, Hayden?”
Suppressing a tiny smile, she finally caved in. “Five.”
“Five!” Darcy went silent for a moment. Then she offered an awe-laced obscenity. “You’re telling me the hunk gave you five orgasms last night?”
“He sure did.” The memory alone brought a spark of heat to her still-exhausted body. Muscles she hadn’t even known she had were still aching, thanks to the man who could definitely give the Energizer Bunny a run for its money.
“I’m stunned. You realize that? I’m utterly stunned.”
The light ahead turned green and Hayden drove through the intersection. A group of teenagers wearing blue and silver Warriors jerseys caught her attention, and she groaned at the sight of them. She was so not in the mood to watch a night of rowdy hockey with her father.
“So how was the big goodbye and ‘thanks for the five O’s’?” Darcy asked.
“Strange.” She made a left turn and drove down Lakeshore Drive toward the Lincoln Center, the brand-new arena recently built for the Warriors. “Before he left, he asked for my number.”
“Did you give it to him?”
“No.” She sighed. “But then he offered me his number, so I took it.”
“It was supposed to be a one-night stand!”
“Yeah…but…he looked so dismayed. I made it pretty clear that it was a one-night thing. You’d think he’d be thrilled about that. No strings, no expectations. But he was disappointed.”
“You can’t see him again. What if things get serious? You’ll be going back to the West Coast in a couple months.”
Darcy sounded surprisingly upset. Well, maybe it wasn’t that surprising, seeing as Darcy found the idea of falling in love more petrifying than the Ebola virus. The phobia had taken form a few years ago, after Darcy’s father broke up his marriage of twenty years by falling in love with another woman. Since then Darcy had convinced herself the same would happen to her. Hayden had tried to assure her friend that not all men left their wives, but her words always fell on deaf ears.
“Nothing will get serious,” Hayden said with a laugh. “First of all, I probably won’t see Brody again. And second, I won’t allow myself to develop a relationship with any man until I figure out where things stand with Doug.”
Darcy groaned. “Him? Why do you continue to keep him in the picture? Turn your break into a breakup, before he mentions the intimacy bridge and—”
“Goodbye, Darce.”
She hung up, not in the mood to hear Darcy make fun of Doug again. Fine, so he was conservative, and maybe his comparison of sex to a bridge was bizarre, but Doug was a decent man. And she wasn’t ready to write him off completely.
Uh, you slept with another man, her conscience reminded.
Her cheeks grew hot at the memory of sleeping with Brody. And somehow the words sleeping with Brody seemed unsuitable, as if they described a bland, mundane event like tea with a grandparent. What she and Brody had done last night was neither bland nor mundane. It had been crazy. Intense. Mind-numbingly wild and deliciously dirty. Hands down, the best sex of her life.
Was she a complete fool for sending him away this morning?
Probably.
Fine, more like absolutely.
But what else should she have done? She’d woken up to find Brody’s smoky-blue eyes admiring her and before she could even utter a good-morning he’d slipped his hand between her legs. Stroked, rubbed, and brought her to orgasm in less than a minute. As a result, she’d forgotten her name, her surroundings and the reason she’d brought him home in the first place.
Fortunately, the amnesia had been temporary. Her memory had swiftly returned when she’d checked her cell phone messages and saw that both her father and Doug had called.
Brody had made it clear he wanted to see her again, and sure, that would be nice…okay, it would be freaking incredible. But sex wasn’t going to solve her problems. Her issues with Doug would still be there, lurking in the wings like a jealous understudy, as would the stress of her father’s recent struggles. And if Brody wanted more than sex, if he wanted a relationship (as unlikely as that was) what would she do then? Throw a third complication into her already complicated personal life?
No, ending it before it began was the logical solution. Best to leave it as a one-night stand.
She reached the arena ten minutes later and parked in the area reserved for VIPs, right next to her father’s shiny red Mercedes convertible. She knew it was her dad’s, because of the license plate reading “TM-OWNR.” Real subtle, Dad.
Why had she even bothered coming home? When her father had asked if she could take some time off to be with him during this whole divorce mess, she’d seen it as a sign that he valued her support, wanted her around. But in the week she’d been home she’d only seen her dad once, for a quick lunch in his office. The phone had kept ringing, so they’d barely spoken, and it was unlikely they’d get any time to talk tonight. She knew how focused her dad was when he watched hockey.
With a sigh, she got out of the car and braced herself for a night of watching sweaty men skating after a black disk, and listening to her father rave about how “it doesn’t get better than this.”
Gee, she couldn’t wait.
 
“WATCH OUT FOR Valdek tonight,” Sam Becker warned when Brody approached the long wooden bench on one side of the Warriors locker room. He paused in front of his locker.
“Valdek’s back?” Brody groaned. “What happened to his three-game suspension?”
Becker adjusted his shin pads then pulled on his navy-blue pants and started lacing up. For thirty-six, he was still in prime condition. When Brody first met the legendary forward he’d been in awe, even more impressed when he’d seen Becker deke out three guys to score a shorthanded goal, proving to everyone in the league why he still belonged there.
And what had impressed him the most was Becker’s complete lack of arrogance. Despite winning two championship cups and having a career that rivaled Gretzky’s, Sam Becker was as down-to-earth as they came. He was the man everyone went to when they had a problem, whether personal or professional, and over the years, he’d become Brody’s closest friend.
“Suspension’s over,” Becker answered. “And he’s out for blood. He hasn’t forgotten who got him suspended, kiddo.”
Brody ignored the nickname, which Becker refused to ease up on, and snorted. “Right, because it’s my fault he sliced my chin open with his skate.”
A few more players drifted into the room. The Warriors goalie, Alexi Nicklaus, gave a salute in lieu of greeting. Next to him, Derek Jones, this season’s rookie yet already one of the best defensemen in the league, wandered over and said, “Valdek’s back.”
“So I’ve heard.” Brody peeled his black T-shirt over his head and tossed it on the bench.
Jones suddenly hooted, causing him to glance down at his chest. What he found was a reminder of the most exciting sexual experience of his life. Over his left nipple was the purple hickey Hayden’s full lips had branded into his skin, after he’d swooped her off the hallway floor and carried her into the bedroom—where he’d proceeded to make love to her all night long.
This morning he’d woken up to the sight of Hayden’s dark hair fanned across the stark white pillow, one bare breast pressing into his chest and a slender leg hooked over his lower body. He’d cuddled after sex plenty of times in the past, but he couldn’t remember ever awakening to find himself in the exact post-sex position. Normally he gently rolled his companion over, needing space and distance in order to fall asleep. Last night he hadn’t needed it. In fact, he even remembered waking up in the middle of the night and pulling Hayden’s warm, naked body closer.
Figure that one out.
“Remind me to keep you away from my daughter,” Becker said with a sigh.
Next to him, Jones guffawed. “So who’s the lucky lady? Or did you even get her name?”
Brody’s back stiffened defensively, but then he wondered why it bothered him that his teammates still viewed him as a playboy. Sure, he had been a playboy, once upon a time. When he’d first gone pro, he couldn’t help letting it all go to his head. For a kid who’d grown up dirt-poor in Michigan, the sudden onslaught of wealth and attention was like a drug. Exciting. Addictive. Suddenly everyone wanted to be his friend, his confidante, his lover. At twenty-one, he’d welcomed every perk that came with the job—particularly the endless stream of women lining up to warm his bed.
But it’d gotten old once he’d realized that ninety percent of those eager females cared most about his uniform. He didn’t mind being in the limelight, but he was no longer interested in going to bed with women who thought of him only as the star forward of the Warriors.
Unfortunately, his teammates couldn’t seem to accept that he’d left his playboy days in the dust. It was probably a label thing; the guys on the team liked labels. They all had ’em—Derek Jones was the Prankster, Becker was the Elder, Craig Wyatt was Mr. Serious. And Brody was the Playboy. Apparently admitting otherwise screwed up the team dynamic or something.
Ah, well. Let them believe what they wanted. He might not be a Casanova anymore but he could still kick their butts any day of the week.
“Yes, I got her name,” he said, rolling his eyes.
Just not her number.
He kept that irksome detail to himself. He still wasn’t sure why it bugged him, Hayden’s refusal to give him her phone number. And for the life of him, he also couldn’t make sense of that bomb of a speech she’d dropped on him earlier.
I’d rather we didn’t see each other again. I had a great time, but I never had any intention of this going beyond one night. I hope you understand.
Every man’s dream words. He couldn’t remember how many times he’d tried to find a way to let a woman down gently when she asked for something more the morning after. Hayden had pretty much summed up the attitude he’d had about sex his entire life. One night, no expectations, nothing more. In the old days he would’ve sent her a fruit basket with a thank-you card for her casual dismissal.
But these days he wanted more than that. That’s why he’d gone back to Hayden’s hotel room, because something about the woman made him think she was the one who could give him the more he desired. A sexy professor who hated sports and set his body on fire. Almost made him want to call up that Sports Illustrated interviewer and get a retraction printed: Brody Croft is no longer attracted to leggy blondes.
“Hope you didn’t tire yourself out,” Becker said. “We can’t afford to screw up tonight, not in the play-offs.”
“Hey, d’you guys get a look at the paper this morning?” Jones asked suddenly. “There was another article about the bribery accusations Houston’s wife made.” He frowned, an expression that didn’t suit his chubby, Leave It to Beaver face. At twenty-one, the kid hadn’t mastered his supertough hockey glare yet. “Like any of us would take money to purposely put a loss on our record. Damn, I want to toilet paper that chick’s house for all the trouble she’s causing.”
Brody laughed. “When are you going to grow out of these pranks? Grown men don’t toilet paper people’s homes.”
“C’mon, you like my pranks,” Derek protested. “You were laughing your ass off when I replaced Alexi’s pads with those pink Hello Kitty ones.”
From across the room, their goalie Alexi Nicklaus gave Jones the finger.
“Simmer down, children,” Becker said with a grin. He turned to Brody, his eyes suddenly growing serious. “What do you think about the articles?”
Brody just shrugged. “Until I see the proof Mrs. Houston allegedly has, I refuse to believe anybody on this team threw a game.”
Jones nodded his agreement. “Pres is a good dude. He’d never fix games.” He paused, then chuckled. “Actually, I’m more intrigued by the other allegation. You know, the one from an unnamed source claiming that Mrs. H is hitting the sheets with a Warriors player?”
Huh? Brody hadn’t read the paper yet, and the idea that the owner’s wife was sleeping with one of his teammates was both startling and absurd. And worrisome. Definitely worrisome. He didn’t like how this scandal seemed to be snowballing. Bribery, adultery, illegal gambling. Shit.
Jones turned to Brody. “Come on, admit it. It was you.”
Uh, right. The thought of hopping into the sack with Sheila Houston was about as appealing as trading in his hockey skates for figure skates and joining the Stars on Ice. He’d only needed a handful of encounters with the woman to figure out she had nothing but air between her pretty little ears.
“Nah. My bet’s on Topas.” Brody grinned at the dark-haired right wing across the room. Zelig Topas, who’d won Olympic silver playing on the Russian team at the last Games, was also one of the few openly gay players in the league.
“Funny,” Topas returned, rolling his eyes.
The chatter died down as Craig Wyatt, the captain of the Warriors, strode into the room, his Nordic features solemn as always. Wyatt stood at a massive height of six-seven, and that was in his street shoes. With his bulky torso and blond buzz cut it was no wonder Wyatt was one of the most feared players in the league and a force to contend with.
Without asking what all the laughter was about, Wyatt dove right into his usual pregame pep talk, which was about as peppy as a eulogy. There was a reason Wyatt was nicknamed Mr. Serious. Brody had only seen the guy smile once, and even then it was one of those awkward half smiles you pasted on when someone was telling you a really un-funny joke.
Needless to say, Brody had never clicked with his somber captain. He tended to gravitate toward laid-back guys like Becker and Jones.
Promptly tuning out the captain’s voice, he proceeded to rehash this morning’s conversation with Hayden, musing over her insistence that they leave things at one night. He understood wanting to end with a bang but…
Nope, wasn’t going to happen.
Hayden might’ve neglected to hand out her number, but she’d left her calling card by inviting him to her hotel suite. After tonight’s game Brody planned on strolling right back to the Ritz and continuing what he and Hayden had started last night. Just one night?
Not if he could help it.
 
“THERE’S NOTHING BETTER than this,” Presley Houston boomed as he handed his daughter a bottle of Evian and joined her by the glass window overlooking the rink below.
They had the owner’s box to themselves tonight, which came as a great relief. When she was surrounded by her father’s colleagues, Hayden always felt as if she were one of those whales or dolphins at Sea World. Frolicking, swimming, doing tricks—all the while trying to figure out a way to break through the glass, escape the stifling tank and return to the wild where she belonged.
“Do you get to any games out in California?” Presley asked, picking an imaginary fleck of lint from the front of his gray Armani jacket.
“No, Dad.”
“Why the hell not?”
Uh, because I hate hockey and always have?
“I don’t have the time. I was teaching four classes last semester.”
Her father reached out and ruffled her hair, something he’d done ever since she was a little girl. She found the gesture comforting. It reminded her of the years they’d been close. Before the Warriors. Before Sheila. Back when it was just the two of them.
Her heart ached as her dad tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and shot her one of his charming smiles. And her father undeniably had charm. Despite the loud booming voice, the restless energy he seemed to radiate, the focused and often shrewd glint in his eyes, he had a way of making everyone around him feel like he was their best friend. It was probably why his players seemed to idolize him, and definitely why she had idolized him growing up. She’d never thought her dad was perfect. He’d dragged her around the country for his career. But he’d also been there when it counted, helping with her homework, letting her take art classes during the off-season, giving her that painful birds-and-bees talk kids always got from their parents.
It brought a knot of pain to her gut that her father didn’t seem to notice the distance between them. Not that she expected them to be bosom buddies—she was an adult now, and leading her own life. Nevertheless, it would be nice to at least maintain some kind of friendship with her dad. But he lived and breathed the Warriors now, completely oblivious to the fact that he’d pushed his only daughter onto the back burner of his life these past seven years.
She noticed that gray threads of hair were beginning to appear at his temples. She’d seen him six months ago over Christmas, but somehow he seemed older. There were even wrinkles around his mouth that hadn’t been there before. The divorce proceedings were evidently taking a toll on him.
“Sweetheart, I know this might not be the best time to bring this up,” her father began suddenly, averting his eyes. He focused on the spectacle of the game occurring below, as if he could channel the energy of the players and find the nerve to continue. Finally he did. “One of the reasons I asked you to come home…well, see…Diane wants you to give a deposition.”
Her head jerked up. “What? Why?”
“You were one of the witnesses the day Sheila signed the prenuptial agreement.” Her dad’s voice was gentler than she’d heard in years. “Do you remember?”
Uh, did he actually think she’d forget? The day they’d signed the prenup happened to be the first meeting between Hayden and her only-two-years-older stepmother. The shock that her fifty-seven-year-old father was getting remarried after years of being alone hadn’t been as great as learning that he was marrying a woman so many years his junior. Hayden had prided herself on being open-minded, but her mind always seemed to slam shut the second her father was involved. Although Sheila claimed otherwise, Hayden wasn’t convinced that her stepmother hadn’t married Presley for his money, prenup or not.
Her suspicions had been confirmed when three months into the marriage, Sheila convinced her father to buy a multimillion-dollar mansion (because living in a penthouse was so passé), a small yacht (because the sea air would do them good) and a brand-new wardrobe (because the wife of a sports team owner needed to look sharp). Hayden didn’t even want to know how much money her dad had spent on Sheila that first year. Even if she worked until she was ninety, she’d probably never earn that much. Sheila, of course, had quit her waitressing job the day after the wedding, and as far as Hayden knew, her stepmother now spent her days shopping away Presley’s money.
“Do I really have to get involved in this, Dad?” she asked, sighing.
“It’s just one deposition, sweetheart. All you have to do is go on record and state that Sheila was in her right mind when she signed those papers.” Presley made a rude sound. “She’s claiming coercion was involved.”
“Oh, Dad. Why did you marry that woman?”
Her father didn’t answer, and she didn’t blame him. He’d always been a proud man, and admitting his failures came as naturally to him as the ability to give birth.
“This won’t go to court, will it?” Her stomach turned at the thought.
“I doubt it.” He ruffled her hair again. “Diane is confident we’ll be able to reach a settlement. Sheila can’t go on like this forever. Sooner or later she’ll give up.”
Not likely.
She kept her suspicions to herself, not wanting to upset her father any further. She could tell by the frustration in his eyes that the situation was making him feel powerless. And she knew how much he hated feeling powerless.
Hayden gave his arm a reassuring squeeze. “Of course she will.” She gestured to the window. “By the way, the team’s looking really great, Dad.”
She had no clue about whether the team looked good or not, but her words brought a smile to her father’s lips and that was all that mattered.
“They are, aren’t they? Wyatt and Becker are really coming together this season. Coach Gray said it was tough going, trying to make them get along.”
“They don’t like each other?” she said, not bothering to ask who Wyatt and Becker were.
Her dad shrugged, then took a swig from the glass of bourbon in his hand. “You know how it is, sweetheart. Alpha males, I’m-the-best, no-I’m-the-best. The league is nothing more than an association of egos.”
“Dad…” She searched for the right words. “That stuff in the paper yesterday, about the illegal betting…it’s not true, is it?”
“Of course not.” He scowled. “It’s lies, Hayden. All a bunch of lies.”
“You sure I shouldn’t be worried?”
He pulled her close, squeezing her shoulder. “There is absolutely nothing for you to worry about. I promise.”
“Good.”
A deafening buzz followed by a cheesy dance beat interrupted their conversation. In a second Presley was on his feet, clapping and giving a thumbs-up to the camera that seemed to float past the window.
“Did we win?” she asked, feeling stupid for asking and even stupider for not knowing.
Her father chuckled. “Not yet. There’s five minutes left to the third.” He returned to his seat. “When the game’s done how about I take you for a quick tour of the arena? We’ve done a lot of renovations since you were last here. Sound good?”
“Sounds great,” she lied.
 
BRODY STEPPED out of the shower and drifted back to the main locker area. He pressed his hand to his side and winced at the jolt of pain that followed. A glance down confirmed what he already knew—that massive check from Valdek at the beginning of the second period had resulted in a large bruise that was slowly turning purple. Asshole.
“You took a shitty penalty,” Wyatt was grumbling to Jones when Brody reached the bench.
The captain’s normally calm voice contained a hint of antagonism and his dark eyes flashed with disapproval, also uncharacteristic. Brody wondered what was up Wyatt’s ass, but he preferred to stay out of quarrels between his teammates. Hockey players were wired to begin with, so minor disagreements often ended badly.
Derek rolled his eyes. “What are you complaining about? We won the freaking game.”
“It could’ve been a shutout,” Wyatt snapped. “You gave up a goal to Franks with that penalty. We might be up by two games, but we need to win two more to make it to the second round. There’s no room for mistakes.” Still glowering, Mr. Serious strode out of the locker room, slamming the door behind him.
Jones tossed a what-the-hell’s-up-with-him? look in Brody’s direction, but he just shrugged, still determined to stay out of it.
Dressing quickly, he shoved his sweaty uniform into the locker, suddenly eager to get out of there.
On his way to the door he checked his watch, which read nine forty-five. Too late to pay a visit to Hayden’s penthouse suite? Probably. Maybe inappropriate, too, but, hell, he’d never been one for propriety. Hayden had been on his mind all day and he was determined to see her again.
“Later, boys,” he called over his shoulder.
The door closed behind him and he stepped into the brightly lit hallway, promptly colliding with a warm wall of curves.
“I’m sor—” The apology died in his throat as he laid eyes on the woman he’d bodychecked.
Not just any woman, either, but the one he’d been thinking about—and getting hard over—all day.
A startled squeak flew out of her mouth. “You.”
His surprise quickly transformed into a rush of satisfaction and pleasure. “Me,” he confirmed.
Looking her up and down, Brody was taken aback by the prim white blouse she wore and the knee-length paisley skirt that swirled over her legs. A huge change from the bright yellow top and faded jeans she’d worn last night. In this getup she looked more like the conservative professor and less like the passionate vixen who’d cried out his name so many times last night. The shift was disconcerting.
“What are…you’re…” Hayden’s eyes darted to the sign on the door beside them. “You play for the Warriors?”
“Sure do.” He lifted one brow. “And I thought you said you weren’t a hockey fan.”
“I’m not. I…” Her voice trailed off.
What was she doing in this section of the arena? he suddenly wondered. Only folks associated with the franchise were allowed back here.
“Sorry to keep you waiting, sweetheart,” boomed a male voice. “Shall we continue the tour—” Presley Houston broke out in a wide smile when he noticed Brody. “You played well out there tonight, Croft.”
“Thanks, Pres.” He looked from Hayden to Presley, wondering if he was missing something. Then a hot spurt of jealousy erupted in his gut as he realized that Presley had called Hayden sweetheart. Oh, man. Had he screwed around with Houston’s mistress?
A dose of anger joined the jealousy swirling through him. He eyed the woman he’d spent the night with, wanting to strangle her for hopping into bed with him when she was obviously very much taken, but Presley’s next words quickly killed the urge and brought with them another shock.
“I see you’ve met my daughter, Hayden.”
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WHAT WAS HEdoing here? And why hadn’t he told her he played for the Warriors?
Hayden blinked a few times. Maybe she was imagining his sleek, long body and devastatingly handsome face and the hair that curled under his ears as if he’d just stepped out of a steamy shower—
He’s not a hallucination. Deal with it.
All right, so her one-night stand was undeniably here, flesh and blood, and sexier than ever.
He also happened to be one of her dad’s players. Was there a section in the league rule book about a player sleeping with the team owner’s daughter? She didn’t think so, but with all the rumors currently circulating about her father and the franchise, Hayden didn’t feel inclined to cause any more trouble for her dad.
Apparently Brody felt the same way.
“It’s nice to meet you, Hayden.” His voice revealed nothing, especially not the fact that they were already very much…acquainted, for lack of a better word.
She shook his hand, almost shivering at the feel of his warm, calloused fingers. “Charmed,” she said lightly.
Charmed? Had she actually just said that?
Brody’s eyes twinkled, confirming that the idiotic reply had indeed come out of her mouth.
“Hayden is visiting us from San Francisco,” Presley explained. “She teaches art at Berkeley.”
“Art history, Dad,” she corrected.
Presley waved a dismissive hand. “Same difference.”
“So what position do you play?” Hayden asked, her voice casual, neutral, as if she were addressing a complete stranger.
“Brody’s a left winger,” Presley answered for him. “And a rising star.”
“Oh. Sounds exciting,” she said mildly.
Presley cut in once more. “It is. Right, Brody?”
Before Brody could answer, someone else snagged her dad’s attention. “There’s Stan. Excuse me for a moment.” He quickly marched away.
Hayden’s mouth curved mischievously. “Don’t mind him. He often takes over conversations only to leave you standing in his dust.” Her smile faded. “But you probably already knew that, seeing as you play for his team.”
“Does that bother you?” Brody said carefully.
“Of course not,” she lied. “Why would it?”
“You tell me.”
She stared at him for a moment, then sighed. “Look, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell my father about what…happened between us last night.”
“Ah, so you remember.” Amusement danced in his eyes. “I was starting to think you’d put it out of your mind completely.”
Sure. Like that was even possible. She’d thought about nothing but this man and his talented tongue all day.
“I haven’t forgotten.” Her voice lowered. “But that doesn’t mean I want to do it again.”
“I think you do.”
The arrogance in his tone both annoyed her and thrilled her. Jeez, how hadn’t she figured out he was a hockey player last night? The man practically had pro athlete branded into his forehead. He was cocky, confident, larger than life. Something told her he was the kind of man who knew exactly what he wanted and did everything in his power to get it.
And what he wanted at the moment, disconcerting as it was, seemed to be her.
“Brody—”
“Don’t bother denying it, I rocked your world last night and you can’t wait for me to do it again.”
She snorted. “There’s nothing like a man with a healthy ego.”
“I like it when you snort. It’s cute.”
“Don’t call me cute.”
“Why not?”
“Because I hate it. Babies and bunny rabbits are cute. I’m a grown woman. And stop looking at me like that.”
“Like what?” he said, blinking innocently.
“Like you’re imagining me naked.”
“I can’t help it. I am imagining you naked.”
His eyes darkened to a sensual glitter, and liquid heat promptly pooled between her thighs. She tried not to squeeze her legs together. She didn’t want him seeing the effect he had on her.
“Have a drink with me tonight,” he said suddenly.
The word no slipped out more quickly than she’d intended.
Brody’s features creased with what looked like frustration. He stepped closer, causing her to dart a glance in her father’s direction. Presley was standing at the end of the hall, engaged in deep conversation with Stan Gray, the Warriors’ head coach. While her dad seemed oblivious to the sparks shooting between her and Brody, Hayden still felt uncomfortable having this discussion in view of her father.
It didn’t help that Brody looked so darn edible in gray wool pants that hugged his muscular legs and a ribbed black sweater that stretched across his chest. And his wet hair…She forced herself to stop staring at those damp strands, knowing that if she allowed herself to imagine him in the shower, naked, she might just come on the spot.
“One drink,” he insisted, with a charming grin. “You know, for old time’s sake.”
She couldn’t help but laugh. “We’ve known each other for all of twenty-four hours.”
“Yes, but it was a very wild twenty-four hours, wouldn’t you say?” He moved closer and lowered his head, his lips inches from her ear, his warm breath fanning across her neck. “How many times did you come again, Hayden? Three? Four?”
“Five,” she squeezed out, and then quickly looked around to make sure nobody had heard her.
Her entire body started to throb from the memory. Nipples hardened. Sex grew moist. That she could experience such arousal in a hallway full of people—one of them her father—made her blush with embarrassment.
“Five.” He nodded briskly. “I haven’t lost my touch.”
She resisted the urge to groan. He was too damn sexual, too sure of himself, which gave him a definite advantage, because at the moment she wasn’t sure of anything.
Except the fact that she wanted to tear off her clothes and hop right back into bed with Brody Croft.
But, nope, she wouldn’t do it. Sleeping with Brody again had Bad Idea written all over it. It had all been much simpler last night, when he’d just been an exciting, sensual stranger. But now…now he was real. Even worse, he was a hockey player. She’d grown up around enough hockey players to know how they lived—the constant traveling, the media, the eager females lining up to jump into bed with them.
And along with being involved in a sport she hated, Brody was so…arrogant, flirtatious, bold. Yesterday it had added to the allure of sex with a stranger. Today it was a reminder of why she’d decided bad boys no longer played a part in her life.
Been there, done that. Her last boyfriend had been as arrogant, flirty and bold as Brody Croft, and that relationship had ended a fiery death when Adam dumped her on her birthday because the whole “fidelity thing” cramped his style. His words, not hers.
She wasn’t quite sure why she had such terrible judgment when it came to men. It shouldn’t be so hard finding someone to build a life with, should it? A home, a solid marriage, great sex, excitement and stability, a man who’d make their relationship a priority—was that too much to ask for?
“Why are you so determined to see me again?” she found herself blurting, then lowered her voice when her father glanced in their direction. “I told you this morning I wanted to leave things at one night.”
“What about what I want?”
She bit back an annoyed curse, deciding to go for the honest approach. “My life is complicated right now,” she admitted. “I came home to support my father, not get involved with someone.”
“You were pretty involved with me last night,” he said, winking. He uncrossed his arms and let them drop to his sides. “And you can’t deny you liked it, Hayden.”
“Of course I liked it,” she hissed.
“Then what’s the problem?”
“The problem is, I wanted one night. Seeing you again wasn’t part of the plan.”
“Plan, or fantasy?” he drawled, a knowing glimmer in his eyes. “That’s it, isn’t it? You fantasized about indulging in one night of wicked sex with a stranger and now that you have it’s time to move on. I’m not judging you, just pointing out that the fantasy doesn’t have to end yet.”
The word fantasy sounded intoxicating the way he said it. Before she could stop herself, she wondered what other fantasies they could play out together. Role play? Bondage? Her cheeks grew warm at the latter notion. It turned her on, the idea of tying Brody up…straddling him while he lay immobile on the bed…
No. No, she was so not going there. She seriously needed to quit letting this guy jump-start her sex drive.
“The way I see it, you’ve got two options,” he said. “The easy way or the hard way.”
“I can’t wait to hear all about it.”
“Sarcasm doesn’t become you.” His cheek dimpled despite his words. “Now, the easy way involves the two of us heading over to the Lakeshore Lounge for a drink.”
“No.”
He held up his hand. “You haven’t heard the rest.” A devilish look flickered across his face. “If you choose to pass on the easy option, that’s when things get a little…hard.”
Heat spilled over her cheeks. Her eyes dropped to his groin, almost expecting to see the long ridge of arousal pressing against the denim of his jeans. Fine, no almost about it. He had an erection, all right, and the second she noticed it her nipples grew even harder.
“See, if you deny me this one harmless drink,” he continued, “I’ll be hurt. Maybe even a tad offended. Also, your father seems to be nearing the end of his conversation—yup, he’s shaking Stan’s hand. Which means he’ll head back over here just in time to hear you say no, and then he’ll ask you what you’re saying no to, and I’m sure neither one of us wants to open that can of worms.”
She turned her head and, sure enough, her father was walking toward them. Great. Although she knew her dad could handle the knowledge that his twenty-six-year-old daughter wasn’t a virgin, she didn’t want him privy to her sex life. Especially a sex life that involved one of his players.
Her dad might be totally gaga over his team, but he’d often warned her about the turbulent nature of hockey players. The latest warning had come during her last visit to Chicago, when she’d been hit on by an opposing player after a Warriors game. She’d declined the dinner invitation, but it hadn’t stopped Presley from launching into a speech about how he didn’t want his daughter dating brutes.
If he knew she’d gotten involved with Brody, it would just add to his stress.
“So how about that drink, Hayden?”
Her pulse quickened when she realized if she agreed to Brody’s request, chances were they wouldn’t get around to the drink anyway. The second he had her alone he’d be slipping his hands underneath her shirt, palming her breasts, sucking on her neck the way he’d done last night, as he’d slid inside her and—
“One drink,” she blurted, then chastised herself for yet again letting her hormones override her common sense. What was wrong with her?
With a soft chuckle, Brody rested his hands on his trim hips, the poster boy for cool. “I knew you’d see it my way.” He grinned.
 
THE LAKESHORE LOUNGE WAS one of those rare bars in the city that offered an intimate atmosphere rather than an intrusive one. Plush, comfortable chairs looked more suited to an IKEA showroom; tables were situated far enough apart that patrons could enjoy their drinks in privacy, and a pale yellow glow took the place of bright lighting, providing an almost sensual ambience. It was also one of the only establishments that still adhered to a strict dress code—blazers required.
It was a damn good thing he was Brody Croft. Even better that Ward Dalton, the owner of the lounge, claimed to be his number-one fan and turned a blind eye to Brody’s casual attire.
Dalton led them across the black marble floor to a secluded table in the corner of the room, practically hidden from view by two enormous stone pots containing leafy indoor palms. A waiter clad in black pants and a white button-down appeared soon after, taking their drink orders before unobtrusively moving away.
Brody didn’t miss the baffled look on Hayden’s gorgeous face. “Something wrong?” he asked.
“No. I’m just…surprised,” she said. “When you said we were going for a drink, I thought…” Her cheeks turned an appealing shade of pink. “Forget it.”
“You thought I’d drive you right back to your hotel suite and pick up where we left off?”
“Pretty much.”
“Sorry to disappoint you.”
She bristled at the teasing lilt of his voice. “I’m not disappointed. In fact, I’m glad. Like I said before, I’m not interested in getting involved.”
He didn’t like the finality of her tone. For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out why Hayden didn’t want a repeat performance of last night. They’d been so good together.
He also couldn’t decide whether or not she’d known who he was all along. Her father was Presley Houston, for chrissake. She didn’t need to like hockey to know who the players were, especially the players on her own father’s team. And yet the shock on her face when she’d bumped into him outside the locker room hadn’t seemed contrived. He’d seen authentic surprise on her beautiful face. Not to mention a flicker of dismay.
No, she couldn’t have known. It wouldn’t bother her this much if she had.
He appreciated that she liked the man and not the hockey player, but that only raised another question—what held her back from getting involved with him? Was it the fact that he played pro hockey, or was it something else? Someone else, perhaps?
His jaw tightened at the thought. “What exactly is stopping you from pursuing this?” he asked in a low voice. “It’s more than Presley’s current problems, isn’t it?”
The way she stared down at the silk cocktail napkin on the table as if it were the most fascinating item on the planet deepened Brody’s suspicions.
He narrowed his eyes, unable to keep the accusation out of his tone. “Is there a husband waiting for you in California?”
Her gaze flew up to meet his. “Of course not.”
Some of the suspicion thawed, but not entirely. “A fiancé?”
She shook her head.
“A boyfriend?”
The blush on her cheeks deepened. “No. I mean, yes. Well, kind of. I was seeing someone in San Francisco but we’re currently on a break.”
“The kind of break where you can sleep with other people?”
Whoa, he had no idea why he’d become antagonistic, or why his shoulders were suddenly stiffer than Robocop’s.
What was up with this sudden possessiveness? They’d only had one night together, after all. Staking claims at this point was ridiculous.
“As I keep telling you, my life is complicated,” she said pointedly. “I’m in the process of making some serious decisions, figuring out what my future looks like.”
He opened his mouth to reply only to be interrupted by the waiter, who returned with their drinks. The waiter set down Brody’s gin and tonic and Hayden’s glass of white wine, then left the table without delay, as if sensing something important was brewing between them.
“And this boyfriend,” Brody said thoughtfully. “Do you see him in your future?”
“I don’t know.”
Her tentative answer and confused frown were all he needed. He wasn’t an ass; if Hayden had expressed deep love for the other man in her life, Brody would’ve backed off. He had no interest in fighting for a woman who belonged to someone else. But the fact that she hadn’t answered a definite yes to his question told Brody this was fair game.
And nothing got him going more than a healthy bout of competition.
He lifted his gin and tonic to his lips and took a sip, eyeing her from the rim of his glass. Despite her prim shirt that buttoned up to the neck, she looked unbelievably hot. He could see the outline of her bra, and the memory of what lay beneath it sent a jolt of electricity to his groin.
“We’re not doing it again,” she said between gritted teeth, obviously sensing the train of thought his mind had taken.
He laughed. “Sounds like you’re trying to convince yourself of that.”
Frustration creased her dainty features. “We had sex, Brody. That’s all.” She took a drink of wine. “It was amazing, sure, but it was only sex. It’s not like the damn earth moved.”
“Are you sure about that?”
He pushed his chair closer, so that they were no longer across from each other, but side by side. He saw her hands shake at his nearness, her cheeks flush again, her lips part. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to see she was aroused, and, damn, but he liked knowing his mere proximity could get this woman going.
“It was more than sex, Hayden.” He dipped his head and brushed his lips over her ear. She shivered. “It was a sexual hurricane. Intense. Consuming.” He flicked his tongue against her earlobe. “I’ve never been that hard in my life. And you’ve never been wetter.”
“Brody…” She swallowed.
He traced the shell of her ear with his tongue, then moved his head back and lowered his hand to her thigh. He felt her leg shaking under his touch. “I’m right, aren’t I?”
“Fine,” she blurted out. “You’re right! Happy?”
“Not quite.” With a faint smile, he slid his hand under the soft material of her skirt and cupped her mound. Running his knuckles against the damp spot on her panties, he gave a brisk nod and murmured, “Now I’m happy.”
Hayden’s focus darted around like a Ping-Pong ball, as if she expected their waiter to pop up in front of them any second. But the table was well secluded, and nobody could approach it without entering Brody’s line of sight. He took advantage of the privacy, cupping Hayden’s ass and gently shifting her so that her body was more accessible. He dragged his hand between her legs again, pushing aside the crotch of her panties and stroking her damp flesh.
The soft sounds of people chatting at neighboring tables excited the hell out of him. He was no stranger to sex in public, but he couldn’t say he’d ever pleasured a woman in an upscale bar where any minute he could get caught.
A sharp breath hissed out of her mouth as he rubbed her clit in a circular motion. “What are you doing?” she whispered.
“I think you know exactly what I’m doing.”
He continued to boldly rub her clit, then danced his fingertips down her slick folds and prodded her opening with the tip of his index finger. The wetness already pooling there made his cock twitch. He wanted nothing more than to shuck his jeans and thrust into that wet paradise. Right here. Right now. But he wasn’t that bold.
“Brody…you’ve got…to stop,” she murmured, but her body said otherwise.
Her thighs clenched together, her inner muscles squeezed his finger and a soft moan slipped out of her throat.
“You’ll come if I keep doing this, won’t you, Hayden?”
He looked from her flushed face to the neighboring table, several feet away and barely visible through the palm fronds separating the two tables. He hoped to hell the couple seated at that table hadn’t heard Hayden’s moan. He didn’t want this to end just yet.
“Brody, anyone can walk by.”
“Then you’d better be quick.”
He pushed his finger into her core, smiling when she bit her lip. The look on her face drove him wild. Flushed, tortured, excited. He was feeling pretty excited himself, but he managed to get a handle on his own rising desire. He’d pressured her to spend the evening with him because he had something to prove, and what he wanted to prove wasn’t that he was dying for a second go, but that she was dying for it.
Applying pressure to her clit with his thumb, he worked another finger inside her, pushing in and out of her in a deliberate lazy rhythm. His mouth ached with the need to suck on one of her small pink nipples, but he tightened his lips before he gave in to the urge and tore her shirt open. Instead, he focused on the heat between her thighs, the nub that swelled each time he brushed his thumb over it and the inner walls that clamped over his fingers with each gentle thrust.
Keeping one eye on Hayden’s blissful face and the other on his surroundings, he continued to slide his fingers in and out, until finally she let out a barely audible groan and squeezed her legs together. He felt her pulsing against his fingers and resisted a groan of his own as a soundless orgasm consumed her eyes as well as her body.
She came silently, trembling, biting her lip. And then she released a sigh. Her hands, which at some point she’d curled into fists, shook on the tabletop, making her wineglass topple and spill over the side of the table.
He quickly withdrew his hand as Hayden jumped at the startling sound of the glass rolling and shattering on the marble floor. Her sudden movement caused her knee to hit one of the table legs, making the table shake and the ice cubes in his drink collide into the side of the glass with a jingling sound.
From the corner of his eye Brody saw the waiter hurrying over, and yet he couldn’t fight a tiny chuckle. Turning to meet Hayden’s dazed eyes, he laughed again, swiftly fixed her skirt and said, “Still want to tell me the earth didn’t move?”
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ABOUT TWELVE HOURS after experiencing her very first public orgasm, Hayden strode into Lingerie Dreams, the classy downtown boutique owned by her best friend.
She was in desperate need of Darcy right now. Darcy and her one-night-stand mentality would definitely help her get her thoughts back on the right track and off the track that sent her hurtling straight into Brody Croft’s bed.
Funny thing was, he hadn’t pushed her after their interlude at the lounge last night. He’d paid for their drinks, walked her out to her rental car and left her with a parting speech she couldn’t stop thinking about.
The next move’s yours, Hayden. You want me, come and get me.
And then he’d left. He’d hopped into his shiny SUV, driven off and left her sitting in her car, more turned-on than she’d ever been in her entire life. Though she’d been ready to go home with him, he’d made it clear it wouldn’t happen that night, not when he’d had to twist her arm to get her there.
Oh, no, he wanted her to initiate their next encounter. Something she was seriously tempted to do. Which was why she needed Darcy to talk her out of it.
The bell over the door chimed as she walked into the boutique. She sidestepped a mannequin wearing a black lace teddy and a table piled high with thongs, and approached the cash counter.
“Something terrible has happened,” Darcy groaned the second she saw her.
“Tell me about it,” Hayden mumbled.
But the look of dismay on Darcy’s face made Hayden push the memory of last night aside for the moment. She caught a whiff of sweet floral scent, looked around and finally spotted a bouquet of red and yellow roses peeking out of the metal wastebasket next to the counter.
“Courtesy of Jason,” Darcy sighed, following her gaze.
“Who’s Jason?”
“Didn’t I mention him?” She shrugged. “I hooked up with him last week after yoga class. He’s a personal trainer.”
Like she could actually keep track of all the men Darcy hooked up with. Hayden didn’t know how her friend did it, wandering aimlessly from guy to guy.
“And he sent you flowers? That’s sweet.”
Darcy looked at her as if she’d grown horns. “Are you insane?” she said. “Don’t you remember how I feel about flowers?”
Without waiting for an answer, Darcy leapt to her feet and checked to make sure the store was void of customers. Then she marched over to the front door, locked it and flipped the Open sign over so that it read Closed.
With her kitten heels clicking against the tiled floor, Darcy gestured for Hayden to follow her, drifting over to the fitting-room area. Along with four dressing rooms, the large space offered two plush red velvet chairs.
Hayden sank into one of the chairs and reached for the bowl of heart-shaped mints Darcy left out for her customers. Popping a mint into her mouth, she studied her friend, who still looked upset.
“Wow, this flower thing is really bugging you.”
Darcy flopped down and crossed her arms over her chest, her face turning as red as the hair on her head. “Of course it bugs me. It’s not normal.”
“No, you’re not normal. Men give women flowers all the time. It’s not poor Jason’s fault he picked you as the recipient.”
“We went out for smoothies after yoga and fooled around in his car when he dropped me off at home.” Darcy made a frustrated sound. “How in bloody hell does that warrant flowers?”
“What did the card say?” Hayden asked curiously.
“‘I hope to see you again soon.’”
She was about to comment on Jason’s thoughtfulness again but stopped herself. She knew how Darcy felt about relationships. The first sign of commitment had her fleeing for the exit and looking for the next one-night stand. But it really was too bad. This Jason fellow sounded as nice as Doug.
Shoot, she’d promised herself she wouldn’t think about Doug today.
She still hadn’t returned his phone call, and when she’d woken up this morning there had been another message from him on her cell. How could she call him back, though? She’d only been gone a week and already she’d jumped into bed with another man. She wondered how nice Doug would be when she told him about that.
“I’m going to have to find a new gym,” Darcy grumbled, her blue eyes darkening with irritation. She started fidgeting. Crossed her legs, then uncrossed them, clasped her hands together, then drummed them against the arms of the chair.
Hayden could tell her friend was about to explode. Any minute now…no, any second now…
“What is the matter with the penis species?” Darcy burst out. “They claim that we’re the needy ones, calling us clingy and high-maintenance, accusing us of being obsessed with love and marriage. When really, really, it’s what they want. They’re the mushy ones, sending flowers as if a smoothie and a backseat blow job qualify as a monumental event that needs to be celebrated…” Darcy’s voice trailed and she heaved a sigh.
“I’m obviously going to have to set him straight,” Darcy declared, reaching for a mint and shoving it into her mouth. She still looked aggravated, but her anger seemed to have dissolved.
“At least thank him for the flowers,” Hayden said gently.
“I already called and did that. But I think I need to make another call and make sure Jason knows what happened between us won’t go any further. Like the way you set your hunk straight.”
“Right. About that…you’re not going to believe this.” She quickly filled her friend in on her visit to the arena and how she’d run into Brody outside the locker room.
“He’s a hockey player? I bet you were just thrilled to find that out.” Darcy grinned. “So, you told him to get lost, right?”
“Um…”
Darcy’s jaw dropped. “Hayden Lorraine Houston! You slept with him again, didn’t you?”
“Not exactly. I did go out for a drink with him, though.”
“And?”
Hayden told her about the under-the-table orgasm. When her friend shook her head, she added, “I couldn’t help it! He just started…you know…and it was really good…” Her voice drifted.
“You have no self-control.” Darcy shot her a weary look and asked, “Are you going to call him?”
“I don’t know. God knows I want to. But calling him defeats the purpose of a one-night stand.” She groaned. “I just wanted some stress-busting sex. And now I’m even more stressed-out.”
“So tell him to take a hike. You’ve got enough on your plate without an arrogant hockey player demanding overtime sex.”
Hayden laughed. “He is pretty determined.” She remembered the passion flaring in his eyes when he’d brought her to climax yesterday. “He’s driving me crazy, Darce.”
“Good crazy or bad crazy?”
“Both.” A shaky breath exited her throat. “When I’m with him all I can think about is ripping off his clothes, and when I’m not with him all I can think about is ripping off his clothes.”
“I don’t see the bad part here.”
She bit her bottom lip. “He’s a hockey player. You know how I feel about that.” She blew out a frustrated breath. “I don’t want to be with anyone involved in sports. God, I hated it when Dad used to coach. No real place to call home, no friends. Hell, my friendship with you is the only one that lasted, and half of it took place via e-mail.”
Reaching for another mint, she popped it into her mouth and bit it in half, taking out her frustration on the candy. “I don’t want to date a guy who spends half the year flying to other states so he can skate around an ice rink. And besides, I’m dealing with too much other stuff at the moment. The franchise is taking some heat, Dad’s dumping all his Sheila problems on me, and Doug has already called twice wanting to talk about us. I can’t launch myself into another relationship right now.” She set her jaw, practically daring Darcy to challenge her.
Which, of course, she did. “You know what I think?” Darcy said. “You’re making too big a deal out of this.”
“Oh, really?”
Darcy leaned back in her chair and pushed a strand of bright red hair behind her ear. “You’re only in town for a couple of months, Hayden. What’s the problem with having some fun in the sack while you’re here?”
“What happened to your one-night-stand speech?”
“Apparently it isn’t working out for you.” Darcy shrugged. “But you seem to believe it’s black and white, one-night stand or relationship. You’re forgetting about the gray area between the two extremes.”
“Gray area?”
“It’s called a fling.”
“A fling.” She said the word slowly, trying it on for size. She’d never been a casual-fling girl, but then again, she hadn’t thought she was a one-night girl, either. Maybe a fling with Brody wouldn’t be so disastrous. It wasn’t like he wanted to marry her or anything; he just wanted to burn up the sheets for a while longer, continue the fantasy…
But if she agreed to let their one night lead into a fling, who’s to say the fling wouldn’t then lead to something more?
“I don’t know,” she said. “Brody is a distraction I can’t deal with at the moment.” She paused, her mouth twisting ruefully. “But my body seems to have a mind of its own whenever he’s around.”
“So take control of your body,” Darcy suggested.
“And how do I do that?”
“I don’t know, next time you get the urge to jump Brody Croft’s bones, try an alternative. Watch some porn or something.”
A laugh tickled Hayden’s throat. “That’s your answer? Watch porn?”
Darcy grinned. “Sure. At least you won’t be thinking about Mr. Hockey when you’re busy getting turned-on by other men.”
“Right, because the men in porn are so wildly attractive,” Hayden said with a snort. “What’s the name of that guy who used to be really popular, the chubby one with the facial hair? Ron Jeremy?”
“It’s not the seventies, hon. Male porn stars have come a long way. Trust me, just take a long bubble bath, put in a DVD and go nuts. You won’t think about Brody even once.”
“This is possibly the most ridiculous conversation we’ve ever had.” Hayden rolled her eyes. “If I watch anything tonight, it’ll be the van Gogh special on the Biography Channel.”
Darcy released an exaggerated sigh. “A man who cut off his own ear is not sexy, Hayden.”
“Neither is porn.” She glanced at her watch, eyes widening. “Shoot. I’ve gotta go. I’m supposed to give a deposition today about Sheila’s state of mind when she signed the prenup.”
“Sounds like a blast. Unfortunately I left my party shoes at home so I can’t come with you.”
They got up and wandered over to the door. Darcy unlocked it and held it open, her attention straying back to the flowers poking out of the wastebasket. “At least your guy only wants sex,” Darcy said, looking envious.
“Brody is not my guy,” Hayden responded, hoping if she said the words out loud she might convince her traitorous body of it. “Are we still on for dinner tonight? I’m down as long as I get home in time to watch that biography.”
“And I’m down as long as it’s Mexican. I’m feeling spicy.” Darcy waved as Hayden left. “Enjoy the deposition,” she called out after her.
“Enjoy the flowers,” Hayden called back.
She turned just in time to see her best friend flipping her the bird.
 
“THANK YOU, Hayden,” announced Diane Krueger, Presley’s divorce attorney. “We’re finished here.”
Hayden smoothed out the front of her knee-length black skirt and pushed back the plush chair, getting to her feet. Next to her, her father stood as well. On the other side of the large oval conference table of the Krueger and Bates deposition room, Sheila Houston and her lawyer were huddled together, whispering to each other.
Hayden couldn’t help but stare at her stepmother, still as startled by Sheila’s appearance as she’d been when the woman had first strode into the law office. The last time Hayden had come to town, Sheila had looked as if she’d stepped from the pages of a fashion magazine. Long blond hair brushed to a shine, creamy features flawless and perfectly made up, expensive clothes hugging her tall, slender body.
This time Sheila looked…haggard. Much older than her twenty-eight years and far more miserable than Hayden had expected her to be. Her hair hung limply over her shoulders, her normally dazzling blue eyes were distressed, and she’d lost at least fifteen pounds, which made her willowy shape look far too fragile.
Though she hated feeling even an ounce of sympathy for the woman who was making her father’s life hell, Hayden had to wonder if Sheila was taking this divorce process a lot harder than Presley had let on. Either that, or she was devastated by the thought of losing that yacht she’d forced Presley to buy.
“Thanks for doing this, sweetheart,” her father said quietly as they exited the conference room. “It means so much that you’re going to bat for your old man.”
For the third time in the past hour, Hayden noticed her dad’s slightly glazed, bloodshot eyes and wondered if he’d had something to drink before coming here. His breath smelled like toothpaste and cigars, but she got a wary feeling when she looked at him.
No, she was being silly. He was probably just tired.
“I’m happy to help,” she answered with a reassuring smile.
He touched her arm. “Do you need a ride back to the suite?”
“No, I’ve got my rental.”
“All right.” He nodded. “And don’t forget about the party on Sunday night. Gallagher Club, eight o’clock.”
Shoot, she’d already forgotten. There was a huge shindig at the prestigious gentlemen’s club of which her dad was a member. And apparently her appearance was necessary, though she had no clue why.
Her father must have noticed her reluctance because he frowned slightly. “I’d like you to be there, Hayden. A lot of my friends want to see you. When you were here over the holidays you declined all of their invitations.”
Because I wanted to see you, she almost blurted. But she held her tongue. She knew her father liked showing her off to his wealthy friends and boasting about her academic credentials—something he didn’t seem to care about when they were alone.
She swallowed back the slight sting of bitterness. Considering they’d just spent an hour with the woman determined to bleed him dry, Hayden figured she ought to cut her dad some slack.
“I’ll be there,” she promised.
“Good.”
They said their goodbyes, and she watched her father hurry out of the elegant lobby onto the street as if he were being chased by a serial killer. Not a stretch, seeing as the law firm was called Krueger and Bates. Hayden wondered if she was the only one who’d made the connection.
“Hayden, wait.”
She stopped at the massive glass entrance doors, suppressing an inward groan at the sound of her stepmother’s throaty voice.
Hayden turned slowly.
“I just…” Sheila looked surprisingly nervous as she plowed ahead. “I wanted to tell you there are no hard feelings. I know you’re trying to protect your father.”
Hayden’s eyebrows said hello to her hairline. No hard feelings? Sheila was in the process of sucking the money out of Presley’s bank accounts like a greedy leech and she wanted to make sure there were no hard feelings?
Hayden could only stare.
Sheila hurried on. “I know you’ve never liked me, and I don’t blame you. It’s always hard to watch a parent remarry, and I’m sure it doesn’t help that I’m only two years older than you.” She offered a timid smile.
“We really shouldn’t be talking,” Hayden said finally, her voice cool. “It’s probably a conflict of interest.”
“I know.” Sheila ran one hand through her hair, her features sad. “But I just wanted you to know that I still care about your father. I care about him a lot.”
To Hayden’s absolute shock, a couple of tears trickled out of the corners of Sheila’s eyes. Even more shocking, the tears didn’t look like the crocodile variety.
“If you care, then why are you trying to take everything he owns?” she couldn’t help but ask.
A flash of petulant anger crossed Sheila’s face. Ah, here was the Sheila she knew. Hayden had seen that look plenty of times before, usually when Sheila was trying to convince Presley to buy something outrageous and not getting her way.
“I’m entitled to something,” Sheila said defensively, “after everything that man put me through.”
Right, because Sheila’s life was so unpleasant. Living in a mansion, wearing haute couture, not paying a dime for anything…
“I know you think I’m the bad guy here, but you need to know that everything I’ve done is a result of…No, I’m not going to blame Pres.” The tears returned, and Sheila wiped her wet eyes with a shaky hand. “I saw that he was spiraling and I didn’t try to help him. I was the one who sent him into another woman’s arms.”
“Pardon me?” A knot of anger and disbelief twined Hayden’s insides together like a pretzel. Sheila was actually insinuating that her father had been the one to stray? Her dislike for the woman quickly doubled. That she could even accuse a man as honorable as Presley Houston of adultery was preposterous.
Sheila eyed her knowingly. “I guess he left out that part.”
“I have to get going,” Hayden said stiffly, her jaw so tense that her teeth were beginning to ache.
“I don’t care what you think of me,” Sheila said. “I only want you to take care of your father, Hayden. I think he’s started drinking again and I just want to make sure that someone is looking out for him.”
Without issuing a goodbye, Sheila pulled an Elvis and left the building.
Hayden watched as her stepmother disappeared down the busy sidewalk, swallowed up by Chicago’s afternoon lunch crowd.
She couldn’t will herself to move. Lies. It had to be lies. Her father would never break his marriage vows by hopping into bed with another woman. Sheila was in the wrong here. She had to be.
I think he’s started drinking again.
The comment replayed in Hayden’s brain, making her toy nervously with the hem of her thin blue sweater. She’d thought her father’s eyes had looked bleary. Fine, maybe he did have a drink or two before coming here, but Sheila’s remark implied that Presley’s drinking went beyond today. That at some point in time he’d suffered from an alcohol problem.
Was it true? And if so, how hadn’t she known about it? She might not visit often, what with her hectic schedule at the university, but she spoke to her father at least once a week and he always sounded normal. Sober. Wouldn’t she have suspected something if he had a drinking problem?
Lies.
She clung to that one word as she pushed the strap of her purse higher on her shoulder and stepped through the doors. Sucking in a gust of fresh air, she headed for her rental, forcefully pushing every sentence Sheila had spoken out of her mind.
 
BRODY LEFT the locker room after a particularly grueling practice, wondering if he’d made a big fat mistake by pretty much telling Hayden the puck was in her end, the next move hers.
It had seemed like the right play at the time, but today, after two hours of tedious drills topped off by a lecture from the coach, he was rethinking the action he’d taken. Or more specifically, regretting the action he wouldn’t be getting. His body was sore, his nerves shot, and he knew a few hours in Hayden’s bed were all the medicine he needed.
He also knew she wouldn’t call.
You got cocky, man.
Was that it? Had he been so confident in his ability to turn Hayden on that he just assumed she’d want him to do it again?
Damn it, why hadn’t he taken her home with him? He’d seen the lust in her gorgeous eyes, known that all he had to do was say the word and she’d be in his arms again, but he’d held back. No, pride had held him back. He hadn’t wanted to go to bed with her knowing he’d coerced her into joining him for that drink. He’d wanted it to be her choice, her terms, her desire.
It was almost comical, how this conservative art history professor had gotten under his skin. She was so different from the women he’d dated in the past. Smarter, prettier, more serious, definitely more pigheaded. She annoyed him; she excited him; she made him laugh. He knew he should just let her go since she obviously didn’t want to pursue a relationship, but his instincts kept screaming for him not to let her out of his sight, that if he blinked, she’d be gone, and someone very important would be slipping through his grasp. It made no sense to him, and yet he’d always trusted his instincts. They’d never failed him before.
He kicked a pebble on his way to the car, feeling like kicking something harder than a rock. His own thick skull, perhaps.
He pressed a button on the remote to unlock the doors, then swore when he realized his wrist was bare. Shoot. He must have left his watch back at the practice arena. He always seemed to misplace the damn thing. He hated wearing a watch to begin with, but it had been a gift from his parents in honor of his first professional game eight years ago. Chris and Jane Croft were ferociously proud of their son, and he witnessed that pride every time he went back to Michigan for a visit and saw them staring at that watch.
Sighing, he turned around and headed back to the entrance of the sprawling gray building. The Warriors practiced in a private arena a few miles from the Lincoln Center, a little un-orthodox but Brody found it somewhat of a relief. It meant the media never filmed their practices, which took the pressure off the players to always be on top of their game.
The double doors at the entrance led to a large sterile lobby. A blue door to the right opened onto the rink. To the left were the hallways leading to the locker rooms, and when Brody strode into the arena he immediately noticed the two people huddled by the locker-room corridor. Their backs were turned, and Brody quickly sidestepped to the right, ducking into another hall that featured a row of vending machines.
“You shouldn’t have come here,” came Craig Wyatt’s somber voice.
Brody sucked in a breath, hoping the Warriors captain and his companion hadn’t spotted him.
He’d sure as hell spotted them, though.
Which posed the question: what was Craig Wyatt doing whispering with Sheila Houston?
“I know. I just had to see you,” Sheila said, her voice so soft Brody had to strain his ears to hear her. “That meeting with the lawyers today was terrible…” There was a faint sob.
“Shh, it’s okay, baby.”
Baby?
Deciding he’d officially heard enough—and that he’d return for his watch another time—Brody edged toward the emergency exit at the end of the hallway. He turned the door handle, praying an alarm wouldn’t go off. It didn’t. Relieved, he exited the side door of the building and practically sprinted back to his car.
The drive to his Hyde Park home brought with it a tornado of confusion that made his head spin. Craig Wyatt and Sheila Houston? The player rumored to be having an affair with the owner’s wife was Wyatt? Brody would’ve never expected it from the straight-laced Mr. Serious.
If it was true, then that meant the idea of bribes exchanging hands in the franchise might not be a lie after all. Craig Wyatt might have the personality of a brick wall, but he was the captain of the team, as well as the eyes and ears. He frequently kept track of everyone’s progress, making sure they were all in tiptop shape and focused on the game. If he suspected anyone had taken a bribe, he would’ve investigated it, no doubt about it.
Jeez, was Wyatt the source Sheila had referred to in that interview? Had he been the one to tell her about the bribes?
Or…
Shit, had Wyatt taken a bribe himself? No, that didn’t make sense. Sheila wouldn’t draw attention to the bribery and illegal betting if her lover was one of the guilty parties.
Brody steered into his driveway and killed the engine. He reached up and pinched the bridge of his nose, hoping to ward off an oncoming headache.
Damn. This was not good at all.
He didn’t particularly care what or who Craig Wyatt did in his spare time, but if Wyatt knew something about these rumors…
Maybe he should just confront the man, flat out ask what he knew. Or maybe he’d ask Becker to do it for him. Becker was good at stuff like that, knew how to handle tough situations and still keep a clear head.
He rubbed his temples, then leaned his forehead against the steering wheel for a moment. Lord, he didn’t want to deal with any of this. If he had his way, this entire scandal would just disappear; he’d play out the rest of the season then resign with the Warriors or sign with a new team. His career would be secure and his life would be peachy.
And Hayden Houston would be right back in his bed. A guy could dream, after all.
 
“I WILL NOT WATCH porn,” Hayden muttered to herself later that night, stepping out of the enormous marble bathtub in the master suite of the penthouse. She reached for the terry-cloth robe hanging behind the door, slipped it on and tightened the sash around her waist.
Not that there was anything wrong with porn. She wasn’t a nun, after all—she’d watched a few X-rated videos in her twenty-six years. But she’d never used porn to get over a man before, and besides, she’d had six orgasms in two days. She should be thoroughly exhausted by now and not thinking about having sex at all.
Unfortunately, she was thinking about sex, and it was all Brody Croft’s fault.
At dinner, Darcy had again pointed out that a fling wouldn’t be the end of the world, but Hayden still wasn’t sold on the idea. She got the feeling that if she gave Brody an inch, he’d take a mile. That if she suggested a fling, he’d show up with an engagement ring.
Barefoot, she stepped out of the bathroom into the master bedroom, pushing wet hair out of her eyes. She’d finally gotten around to unpacking her suitcase this morning, but the suite’s huge walk-in closet still looked empty. She changed into a pair of thin gray sweatpants and a cotton tank top, brushed her hair and tied it into a ponytail, then headed for the kitchen.
Normally she hated hotels, but her father’s penthouse at the Ritz-Carlton surpassed any ordinary hotel suite. He’d lived here before marrying Sheila, and the apartment had everything Hayden could possibly need, including a large kitchen that was fully stocked and surprisingly cozy. It reminded her of her kitchen back home, making her homesick for the West Coast. In San Francisco, she hadn’t needed to worry about anything except how she was going to get her boyfriend into bed.
Here, she had her father’s problems, her stepmother’s lies and Brody Croft’s incessant attempts to get her into bed.
Quit thinking about Brody.
Right. He was definitely on tonight’s don’t-think-about list.
After she’d made a bowl of popcorn and brewed herself a cup of green tea, she got comfortable on one of the leather couches in the living area and switched on the TV. She was totally ready to lose herself in that van Gogh biography. Since she was teaching an entire course on him next semester, she figured she ought to get reacquainted with the guy.
She scrolled through the channels, searching for the program, but couldn’t seem to find it. The Biography Channel was telling the life story of a Hollywood actress who’d just been busted on cocaine charges. The History Channel featured a show on the Civil War. She kept scrolling. No van Gogh to be seen.
Great. Just freaking great. Could nothing go right in her life? All she’d wanted to do tonight was watch a show about her favorite artist and not think about Brody Croft. Was that really too much to ask?
Apparently so.
She skipped past a shocking number of reality shows, finally stopping on the Discovery Channel, which was playing a special on sharks. She sighed in resignation and settled the bowl of popcorn in her lap.
“The great white shark can smell one drop of blood in twenty-five gallons of water,” came a monotone voice.
Hayden popped a few kernels in her mouth and chewed thoughtfully, watching as a lethal-looking shark swam across the screen.
“The great white does not chew his food. Rather, he takes massive bites and swallows the pieces whole.”
Yeah, like Brody…No Brody thoughts allowed, missy.
“There have been reports of great whites exceeding twenty feet in length. They can weigh in at over seven thousand pounds.”
Ten minutes and fifteen shark facts later, Hayden was stretching out her legs and wiggling her toes, wondering if she should apply some red nail polish. This shark documentary was getting old.
She pressed the guide button on the remote control, scrolled down, skipped the barrage of sports channels, stopped briefly on CNN, then scrolled again. She saw a listing for something called The Secretary and decided to click on it, but what came on the screen wasn’t the sitcom her students at Berkeley were always raving about.
It was, of course, porn.
“You’re a very fast typist, Betty.”
“Thank you, Mr. Larson. My fingers have always been my biggest asset.”
“I bet they have. Bring your hand a little closer.”
“Ooh, Mr. Larson, that tickles.”
“Do you like it?”
“Mmm, yes.”
“What about this?”
“Mmm, even better.”
Hayden had to bite her lip to refrain from bursting into laughter. On the screen, Betty and her boss began making out. Mr. Larsen’s big hairy hand disappeared under Betty’s conservative skirt. Loud moaning ensued.
She shook her head and pressed a button on the remote. Betty and Mr. Larson disappeared, replaced by a great white shark.
You want me, come and get me.
The sound of Brody’s sandpaper-rough voice filled her head. She let out a long breath, exasperated. Why couldn’t she stop thinking about the guy? And why couldn’t she stop wanting him? She wanted him so badly she could practically feel those big muscular arms around her waist.
But sometimes the things you wanted weren’t necessarily the ones you needed.
At the moment, she needed to concentrate on supporting her dad through his divorce and maybe finally call Doug back to tell him she’d slept with someone else and that it was time to turn their break into a breakup.
But what she wanted was one more night with Brody Croft.
It doesn’t have to be black and white.
She sat there for a moment, chewing on her lower lip as Darcy’s words buzzed around in her brain.
Was her friend right? Was she overanalyzing all of this? She’d always had the tendency to pick and prod at each situation until she’d sucked every last drop of fun or enjoyment from it. This wasn’t an art history lecture she needed to plan for—it was just sex. Was there really anything wrong with delving into that gray area and enjoying a carnal ride with a man she found wildly attractive?
She turned off the television and reached for the phone.
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THE CALL FROM HAYDEN came as a total shock. Brody had just stepped out of the shower, where he’d stood under the hot spray for a good half hour to get the kinks out of his muscles. He’d intended to grab a beer from the fridge and watch the highlight reel on ESPN, maybe give Becker a call to talk about Craig Wyatt, and then his cell phone began chirping out a tinny rendition of Beethoven’s Symphony No. 9 and Hayden’s throaty voice was on the other end.
Come over.
She’d only spoken those two words, then disconnected, leaving him both pleased and befuddled.
Obviously she’d finally changed her mind and taken him up on his offer to continue the fantasy she’d started two nights ago, but was it still just sex she craved? Or was she looking for something extra this time around?
Shit, he was getting ahead of himself here. Hayden was simply inviting him back into her bed for another wild romp, not offering to make a commitment.
He quickly put on a pair of jeans and pulled an old Warriors jersey over his head. Then he grabbed his car keys from the credenza in the hallway, shoved his wallet into his back pocket and left the house, breathing in the damp night air.
It was mid-May, which meant the nights were still cool and the chance of a thunderstorm or even a freak blizzard wasn’t all that far-fetched, but Brody loved this time of year, when spring and summer battled for domination over Chicago’s climate. He’d lived in this city almost eight years now, and he’d grown to appreciate and enjoy everything about it, even the indecisive seasons.
When he pulled up in front of Hayden’s hotel, a light drizzle of rain was sliding across the windshield. He hopped out of the SUV and entered the lobby just as a bolt of lightning filled the sky. Thunder roared ominously in the distance, growing louder and louder until the rain became a steady downpour.
Shaking droplets of water from his hair, he approached the check-in desk and asked the clerk behind it to ring Hayden’s suite. A moment later, the clerk walked him over to the elevator and inserted a key into the panel that would allow Brody access to the penthouse, then left him alone in the car.
The elevator soared upward, its doors opening into the suite, where Hayden was waiting for him.
“I have some ground rules,” she said in lieu of a greeting.
He grinned. “Hello to you, too.”
“Hello. I have some ground rules.”
He tossed his car keys on a glass table beside one of the couches and moved toward her.
Even in sweats, she looked amazing. He liked how she’d pulled her hair back in a messy ponytail, how a few haphazard strands framed her face, which was devoid of makeup. He especially liked how her thin tank top didn’t hide the fact that she wore no bra.
His mouth ran dry as he dragged his gaze across those gorgeous breasts, the outline of her dusky nipples visible through the white shirt.
Her fair cheeks grew flushed at his perusal. “Don’t ogle. It’s unbecoming.”
He grinned. “Ah, I was wondering where Miss Prim and Proper had gone. Hello, Professor, nice to see you again.”
“I am not prim and proper,” she protested.
“Not in bed anyway…”
“Ground rules,” she repeated firmly.
He released a sigh. “All right. Get it out of your system.”
She leaned against the arm of the couch, resting her hands on her thighs. “This is only going to be sex,” she began, her throaty voice wavering in a way that brought a smile to his lips. “Continuing the fantasy, or whatever it was you said. Agreed?”
“I’m not agreeing to anything yet. Is there more?”
“My father can’t know anything about it.” She paused, looking uncomfortable. “And I’d prefer if we weren’t seen in public together.”
His nostrils flared. “Ashamed of being linked to a hockey player?”
“Look, you already know the franchise is taking some heat, Brody. I don’t want to make things worse for my dad by giving the media more fuel for the fire they’re determined to start.”
He had to admit her words made sense. After seeing Craig Wyatt whispering with Sheila Houston at the arena today, Brody had no interest in stoking the fire. Best-case scenario, if he was spotted with Hayden, the press would sensationalize the relationship the way they were currently sensationalizing everything else associated with the Warriors. Worst-case scenario, a jerk reporter would insinuate that the team owner’s daughter knew of her father’s guilt and was either trying to shut Brody up because he was involved, or sleeping with him to find out what he knew.
He didn’t particularly like either of those scenarios.
Still, he wasn’t about to let Hayden get her way entirely. He had a few demands himself.
“If I agree to your rules, you have to agree to mine,” he said roughly, crossing his arms over his chest.
She swallowed. “Like what?”
“If you’re in my bed, that’s the only bed you’ll be in.” He set his jaw. “I won’t share you, especially not with the guy waiting for you in California.”
“Of course.”
“And you have to promise to keep an open mind.”
Interest flickered in her gaze. “Sexually?”
“Sure. But emotionally, too. All I’m saying is that if things between us get…deeper, you can’t run away from it.”
After a beat of silence, she nodded. “I can do that. And do you agree to keep whatever we do here to yourself?”
“I can do that,” he mimicked with a grin.
“Then what are you waiting for?” she asked. “Take off your clothes already.”
 
HAYDEN COULD barely contain her amusement as Brody pulled his jersey over his head and tossed it aside. He reminded her of a kid on Christmas morning. The eagerness practically radiated from his tall, powerful body, but when he pushed his jeans down his legs there was nothing comical about the situation anymore.
His cock sprang up against the material of his boxers, demanding attention and making Hayden’s mouth grow dry.
No matter how unsettling she found Brody’s terms, it was too late to reverse her decision. He wanted her to keep an open mind, fine. But she highly doubted things between them would get deeper, as he’d suggested. Their one-night stand may have turned into a fling, but she was confident it wouldn’t go further than that.
Besides, right now she didn’t want or need to think about the future, not when there were more important things to focus on. Such as Brody’s spectacular body and all the things she wanted to do to it.
An impish grin lifted the corner of her mouth as she remembered what he’d done to her body the night before at the bar. Her next move suddenly became very clear.
“The keeping-an-open-mind part,” she said mischievously. “It goes for you, too, right?”
Brody kicked aside his boxers and fixed her with an intrigued stare. “What do you have in mind?”
She didn’t answer. Crooking her finger at him, she gestured for him to follow her down the hallway. They entered the bedroom, where she turned her finger to the bed and said, “Get comfortable.”
Brody raised his brows. “Are you planning to join me?”
“Eventually.”
He lowered himself onto the bed and leaned against the mountain of pillows at the headboard.
Fighting a smile, Hayden swept her gaze over Brody’s long naked body sprawled before her.
“I’m feeling lonely,” he murmured. “Are you going to stand there all night and watch me?”
“Maybe.”
“What’ll it take to get you to come here?”
She chewed on the inside of her cheek, thoughtful. “I don’t know. You’d have to make it worth my while, give me a good reason to get into that bed with you.”
He chuckled and grasped his shaft with his hand. “This isn’t reason enough?”
She laughed. “God, you’re arrogant.” She stared at his erection, the way his fingers had curled around the base, and moisture gathered in her panties. There was something seriously enticing about watching this man touch himself.
“C’mere,” he cajoled. “You don’t really want to make me do this alone, do you?”
His gruff voice sent shivers through her, making her nipples poke against her tank top. “I don’t know,” she said again. “I’m getting pretty turned-on watching you right now…”
Still watching his hand, she strode toward the desk under the curtained window, pulled the chair out and lowered herself on it. “Tell me what you’d want me to do, if I was lying there with you.”
Something raw and powerful flashed in his smoky blue eyes. “I think you already know.”
“Humor me.”
A hint of a smile lifted one corner of his mouth. Without breaking eye contact, he moved his hand up his shaft. From where she sat she could see a bead of moisture at the tip. Her sex throbbed.
“Well, I’d definitely encourage you to bring your tongue into play,” he said, his voice lowering to a husky pitch.
He squeezed his erection.
Uncontrollable need raced through her body and settled between her legs.
“Some licking would have to be involved,” he continued, propping one hand behind his head while his other hand continued stroking. “Sucking, of course.”
“Of course,” she agreed, shocked by the pure lust resonating through her.
Brody shot her a wolfish look.
She gasped when he quickened his pace. No man had ever done that in front of her before, and the sexual heat pulsating through her body was so strong she could barely breathe. There was something so kinky, so dirty about the way he was lying there, stroking himself while she watched. And that she was still fully clothed only made the situation hotter. It gave her the upper hand, reminding her of a fantasy she hadn’t dared to think about in years. Scratch that—she’d thought about it only yesterday, when she’d seen Brody at the arena.
She licked her lips, debating whether or not to bring it up.
“What are you thinking about?”
She was certain her embarrassment was written all over her face. And yet the pang of embarrassment was accompanied by a jolt of excitement, because for the first time in her life she was thinking about making that particular fantasy come true.
“Hayden?”
He stopped stroking and she almost cried out in disappointment. “No, keep doing that,” she murmured, meeting his eyes again.
“Not until you tell me what’s on your mind.”
“I…you’ll probably think it’s silly.”
“Try me.”
She couldn’t believe she was considering confessing her deepest, darkest fantasy to a man she’d known less than a week when she’d never raised the subject around guys she’d dated for months. That in itself said a lot.
Try him.
She swallowed and got to her feet. Eyeing her expectantly, Brody let go of his shaft and leaned his head against both hands, waiting. “Well?” he prompted.
“Promise not to laugh?”
“I won’t laugh. Scout’s honor.” He held up his fingers in a sign that she was fairly certain did not belong to the Boy Scouts, but, hell, at least he’d promised.
She took a breath, held it, then released it at the same time she blurted out the words. “I’ve always wanted to tie a man to my bed.”
He laughed softly.
“Hey!” Heat seared her cheeks. “You promised.”
“I’m not laughing at the request,” he said quickly. “You just took me by surprise.”
Relief washed over her, dimming her humiliation. “You’re not freaked?”
“Nope. I’m too turned-on to be freaked.”
Her focus dropped to his groin, which confirmed his admission. He was thick and hard, a sight that caused every last drop of hesitation and embarrassment to drain from her body like water from a tub. That spot between her legs began to ache, pushing her to action.
“Keep your arms just like that,” she ordered, drifting toward the walk-in closet. She grabbed what she needed from the top drawer of the built-in dresser and sauntered over to the bed.
Brody looked at the sheer panty hose in her hands and he grinned. “No fuzzy pink handcuffs?”
“Sorry, I left them in California.”
“Pity.”
Laughing, she looped the panty hose around his wrists, brushing her fingers over the calluses on his palm. His hands were so strong, fingers long and tapered. A thrill shot through her as she tied those sturdy hands to the headboard. That he let her do it, without moving, without complaining, only deepened the thrill.
She liked it, this feeling of control, something she’d never really felt in the bedroom before. She was all about control when it came to her life, her job, her goals. But sex? Not so much.
With Brody, she was discovering a part of herself she’d denied for a long time. That first night when she’d propositioned him, then letting him touch her in a public bar, now tying him up to her bed—how on earth had he managed to unleash this passionate side of her?
“So what now?” he said hoarsely. “How does this bondage fantasy of yours play out?”
“Well, the fantasy includes some payback actually.” She made sure his hands were secure, then straddled him, still fully clothed. “You tortured me last night, Brody.”
“You seemed to enjoy it,” he teased.
“But you enjoyed it, too, didn’t you? You loved having that control over me, driving me wild with your fingers and knowing I wasn’t going to fight it.” She arched one slim eyebrow. “It’s my turn.”
He tested the bindings. The headboard shook. “I could easily get out of this position, you know.”
“But you won’t.”
“You sound sure of that.”
She bent down and pressed a kiss to his jaw, then licked her way to his earlobe and bit it. He shuddered, his cock jutting against her pelvis. “You’re dying for it,” she mocked.
A crooked smile stretched across his mouth. “Do people out on the West Coast know how deliciously evil you are, Hayden?”
“They don’t have a clue,” she said with a self-deprecating sigh.
He threw his head back and laughed. The desire and awe dancing in his eyes sent a wave of confidence rushing through her. Brody made her feel that she could do anything she wanted, be anyone she wanted, confess to any naughty longing she wanted, and he wouldn’t judge her.
“Well, it’s your turn, as you said,” Brody told her. “Let’s see what you’ve got. I warn you, I don’t lose control easily.”
“We’ll see about that.”
She pressed both palms to his chest, relishing the hard feel of him, running her fingers through the light sprinkling of hair covering his golden skin. Dipping her head, she traced his collarbone with her tongue.
Brody chuckled. “You can do better than that.”
She narrowed her eyes. Was he really convinced he could stay in control? Arrogant man! She’d just have to show him, wouldn’t she?
Not rising to his bait, she bent down and covered one flat nipple with her mouth.
He drew in a breath.
She ran her tongue down his chest, scraping her nails along his skin. He tasted like heaven—salty, spicy, masculine—and the hair leading to his groin tickled her lips as she kissed her way south. Her mouth finally reached his erection, but she made no move to wrap her lips around it. Instead she gently flicked her tongue against his tip then blew a stream of air over the moisture she’d left there.
Brody jerked and let out a soft curse.
“Everything okay?” she asked politely, lifting her head just in time to see the arousal creasing his rugged features.
“Is that all you’ve got?” he groaned.
“On the contrary.” She licked her lips and sent him a heavy-lidded look. “I’m just getting started.”
Oh, boy, there was nothing more empowering than driving a man as manly as Brody Croft into sheer and total orgasmic oblivion. Flames of arousal and satisfaction licked through Hayden’s body as she circled the tip of Brody’s cock with her tongue, savoring the taste of him.
Curling her fingers around his shaft, she licked him again, then sucked him into her mouth, trying not to smile when he released a low moan of pleasure. God, why hadn’t she done this before? She wanted to berate herself for everything she’d been missing.
In the back of her mind a little voice suggested that perhaps she’d never admitted this fantasy because she hadn’t found the right man to admit it to, but she forced the voice and its unsettling implications out of her brain. No more thinking. She didn’t want to analyze anything about this.
She moved her mouth up and down his shaft, and when she reached one hand down to cup his balls, he shuddered and grew even harder. Her mind was spinning from the incredible feel of him against her lips.
Lightly stroking his rock-hard thigh, she kissed his sensitive underside, then pumped him with her hand while she took him deep in her mouth again.
“You’re evil,” he wheezed out.
She lifted her head. “What happened to the master of control?”
“He didn’t stand a chance.”
She laughed. With one final kiss to his tip, she moved up to straddle him. She could feel the heat of his naked body searing through her clothing, making her pants feel like a tight, hot nuisance. But she didn’t undress. Not yet.
Leaning forward, she pressed her lips to his and deepened the kiss. He made a frustrated sound and yet again tugged at the bindings constricting his hands. He was right—one forceful tug and the knots would come apart—but he continued lying there at her mercy. His biceps flexed as he tested the knots again. He let out a soft curse.
“Damn it, Hayden, I need to touch you.”
“Touch? Nope, sorry.”
She lifted her tank top over her head and threw it aside, baring her breasts. “But I’ll let you taste.” Bending closer, she offered him a sampling, and drew in a breath when he captured one nipple in his mouth and began feasting. He sucked on the rigid bud, hard, biting it gently until she cried out with pleasure that teetered toward pain.
“More,” he rasped, pulling away and staring at her pleadingly.
She laughed. “Define more.”
His gaze lowered to her thighs, a clear message of what he desired, and her sex instantly throbbed in response. If she gave him what he wanted, what she wanted, then the domination game would be shot to hell…but did she really care at this point? Could she last one more second without having this man’s hands all over her?
The moisture between her legs provided the answer to that question—a big fat no.
As he inched down a little, so that his head was flat on the pillow, she quickly slipped out of her pants, tore off her panties and knelt over him.
His tongue darted out and flicked over her clit.
“Oh,” she moaned, nearly falling backward at the jolt of excitement that ran through her. She was closer than she’d thought. The rippling wave of pleasure swelling inside her confirmed that she was on the brink, her orgasm about to crash to the surface.
Her thighs trembled as she tried to move away from his probing tongue, but he wouldn’t let her.
“I want you to come in my mouth,” he murmured, the husky sound reverberating against her flesh.
She reached for the headboard, gripped his bound hands and twined her fingers with his. Her heart thumped, her knees shook, and the moment she leaned into his warm lips again, the second he suckled her clit, she exploded.
Her climax tore through her, fierce, reckless. She gasped, sucking in oxygen as shards of colorful light danced before her eyes and prickled her flushed skin. Still shaking, she sagged against the headboard, struggling to regain her sense of equilibrium while she fumbled with the knots on his hands.
“I need you inside me. Now,” she squeezed out, finally untying him.
With a grin, he rotated his wrists to get the blood flowing again, but made no move to flip her over and plunge into her as she’d requested. “It’s your show, remember?”
He curled his fingers around her waist and pushed her down so she was straddling him again. From the end table, he swiped a condom she hadn’t even noticed him bring into the bedroom and handed it to her. “Do with me what you please.”
Swallowing, she rolled the condom onto his erection and shifted her legs. She was wet and ready for him, more than ready, but she didn’t guide him inside her. Instead, she brushed her nipples over his chest, enjoying the way his eyes narrowed with pleasure.
She ground her pelvis against him, teased him by pushing against his tip and then edging away from it. Feeling bold and wanton, she leaned forward, let her breasts graze his mouth, and murmured, “Tell me what you want, Brody.”
His voice hoarse, he said, “You.”
“Me what?”
A wicked gleam flashed in his eyes. “What was it you said to me that first night? Oh, right. I want you to fuck me.”
Oh, my.
Without another word, she lowered herself onto him, taking him all the way in, and began to ride him. The pleasure cascading through her body was almost too much to bear. He felt so good inside, so right and perfect.
She increased her pace, moving over him faster, harder, his husky groans urging her on.
He lifted his lean hips and met her thrust for thrust. Then he grasped her ass and rolled her over, his powerful body covering hers as he drove into her. Yes. Her insides clenched, pleading with her for release.
“Will you come for me?” he murmured, slowing his pace.
She made an unintelligible sound.
He chuckled. “What was that?”
“Yes,” she choked out.
With a satisfied nod, he plunged into her, hard, rough, stealing the breath right of her lungs. He reached down and stroked the place where they joined, continuing to pump inside her until she finally exploded again.
She gave herself to the orgasm that raced through her body. In the heavenly haze she heard Brody’s deep groan, felt his fingers dig into her hips as he jerked inside her.
Struggling to steady her breathing, she ran her hands up and down his sweat-soaked back, enjoying the hard planes and defined muscles under her fingertips. “God, that was…” She trailed off.
He touched her chin, lightly dragging his thumbnail over her jaw. “That was what?”
“Incredible.” A laugh flew out. “And to think I was going to spend the evening watching a documentary on a guy who cut his own ear off.”
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“LET’S ORDER room service,” Brody said a few minutes later, slipping his boxers on.
He watched as Hayden put on her tank top and then attempted to fix the ponytail that had seen better days. Wayward strands of hair fell into her eyes and he smiled at the knowledge that her disheveled state was the result of rolling around in bed with him. She looked rumpled and beautiful and so damn cute he marched over and planted a kiss on her lips. She tasted of toothpaste and popcorn and something uniquely Hayden.
With a little whimper, she pulled his head closer and sank into the kiss, flicking her tongue against his in a tantalizing way that made him hard again.
Just as he lowered his hands to her breasts, she pushed him back. “What happened to room service?” she teased.
“Screw it.”
“Knock yourself out. I, for one, am starved.” With a grin, she brushed past him and left the bedroom.
He stared down at the erection poking against his boxers. Damn, how did this woman turn him on so fiercely? He felt like a horny teenager again.
He put on his jeans, used the washroom then drifted toward the living room.
“How do cheeseburgers sound?” she called when she spotted him lingering in the hallway.
His stomach growled with approval. “Great.”
He joined her on the couch. As she dialed room service and placed their order, he noticed a stack of papers sitting on the table. Curious, he leaned forward and examined the first sheet. It looked like a biography on Rembrandt, neatly typed. The margins were full of handwritten notes.
“What’s this?” he asked when she’d hung up the phone.
“Ideas for the Color Theory class I’m teaching in the fall. I plan to focus on Rembrandt for a few lectures.”
“Rembrandt, huh? I thought all of his paintings were pretty dark and foreboding.” The snippet of information stored in his brain came as a surprise to him. He hadn’t thought he’d paid any attention during art history class his senior year of high school.
Hayden also looked surprised, but pleased. “Actually, that’s what I want to focus on, the misconceptions about certain artists and their use of color. Did you know that Rembrandt’s Night Watch is in fact a day scene?”
A vague image of the painting surfaced in his mind. “I remember it being very dark.”
“It was—until the painting was cleaned.” She grinned. “The canvas was coated with loads of varnish. When it was removed, it turned out to be daylight. A lot of his paintings ended up looking very different once they were cleaned or restored, proving that he definitely knew what he was doing when it came to color.”
She grew more animated as she hurried on. “Same with Michelangelo. People didn’t view him as much of a colorist, but when the Sistine Chapel was cleaned, it was so vivid, the colors so vibrant, that everyone was shocked.”
“I never knew that.”
“It took longer to clean that ceiling than it did to paint it,” she added. “It was covered in so much soot and dirt that when they were removed the entire scene looked different. That’s one of the things I want to talk to my students about, how something as simple as cleaning or restoring can change your entire view of a piece of art.”
He nodded. “Sort of like when the Zamboni cleans the ice during second period intermission. Changes the entire playing surface.”
He saw her mouth quirk and suspected she was trying not to laugh. “Yeah. I guess there’s a similarity there.”
Setting down the papers, he said, “You’re really into art, huh?”
“Of course. It’s my passion.”
A smile reached his lips. He hadn’t spent much time with women who were passionate about anything outside the bedroom, and the light in Hayden’s green eyes tugged at something inside him. He realized this was the first time she’d opened up to him, engaged in a conversation that didn’t include ground rules, and he liked it.
“So do you paint, or just lecture about painters?” he asked.
“I used to draw and paint a lot when I was younger, but not so much anymore.”
“How come?”
She shrugged. “I was always more fascinated with other people’s work than with my own. My undergrad was mostly studio work, but I did my master’s in art history. I discovered I liked studying great artists better than trying to become one myself.” She drew her knees up into a cross-legged position and asked, “What did you study in college?”
“Sports sciences,” he answered. “You know, kinesiology, sports medicine. And I minored in athletic coaching.”
“Seriously?”
He didn’t respond. Her expression revealed nothing, but he got the feeling she didn’t believe him, which made him feel like he was in high school all over again. The kid who’d been written off by his teachers as a big dumb oaf just because he happened to be good at sports. They’d stuck the jock label on him, and no matter how hard he’d tried to tear it off, the judgmental attitudes remained intact. One time he’d even been accused of cheating on an English test he’d spent hours studying for, all because his teacher had decided that a kid who spent all his time handling a puck couldn’t possibly finish a book like Crime and Punishment.
Hayden must have sensed his irritation because she quickly added, “I believe you. It’s just…well, most of the athletes I knew growing up only went to college for the athletic scholarship and just skipped all the academic classes.”
“My parents would have killed me if I’d skipped class,” he said, rolling his eyes. “They only allowed me to play hockey if I maintained an A average.”
Hayden looked impressed. “What do your parents do for a living?”
“Dad’s a mechanic, and Mom works in a hair salon.” He paused. “Money was always tight during my childhood.” He resisted the urge to glance around the lavish penthouse, which was an obvious sign that Hayden hadn’t had the same problem growing up.
He wasn’t quite sure why he’d brought up that money part, either. He hated talking about his childhood. Hated thinking about it, too. As much as he loved his parents, he didn’t like to be reminded of how hard life had been to them. How his mom used to stay up at night clipping coupons and how his dad walked to work—even when Michigan’s winter was at its worst—each time their beat-up Chevy truck broke down. Fortunately, his parents would never have to worry about money again, thanks to his lucrative career.
The phone rang, putting an end to their conversation. Hayden picked up the receiver, then hung up and said room service was on its way.
As Hayden headed for the elevator to greet the bellhop with the cart, Brody turned on the television, flipped through a few channels, then finally stopped on the eleven-o’clock news.
Rolling the cart into the living room, Hayden uncovered their food and placed a plate in front of him. The aroma of French fries and ground beef floated toward him, making his mouth water. Funny, he hadn’t even noticed how hungry he was when Hayden had had him tied to her bed. He’d been satisfying a different sort of appetite then.
He’d just taken a big bite of his cheeseburger when a familiar face flashed across the plasma screen. He nearly choked on the burger, as a wave of unease washed over him. Hayden had also noticed her father’s image on the TV, and she quickly grabbed the remote to turn up the volume. They caught the Channel 8 newscaster in midsentence.
“—came forward this afternoon and admitted there is truth to the rumors surrounding the Chicago Warriors franchise. The player, who refused to be named, claims that the bribery and illegal betting activities Warriors owner Presley Houston is accused of are in fact true.”
Brody suppressed a groan. Next to him, Hayden made a startled little sound.
“An hour ago, the league announced they will be launching a full investigation into these allegations.”
The newscaster went on to recap the accusation that Presley had bribed players to throw at least two games, and that he’d placed bets on the outcomes. The divorce was also mentioned, as well as Sheila Houston’s alleged affair with a Warrior, but by that point Brody had tuned out the news segment.
Who had come forward? It couldn’t be Becker, because his friend would’ve called him with a heads-up before he did anything like that. Yeah, Becker would’ve definitely warned him.
Craig Wyatt, though, seemed like a likely candidate, especially after what Brody had witnessed at the arena earlier today. The reporters had been pretty rough on Sheila Houston, many of them holding the firm belief that she was lying. It made sense that Wyatt would step in and try to support the woman in his bed.
The headache Brody had tried to ignore before came back with full force. He reached up to rub his throbbing temples. Damn. He wished he knew which one of his teammates had confessed. Whoever it was, this probably didn’t bode well for tomorrow’s game. How would anybody be able to focus with a possible criminal investigation hanging over their heads?
“It’s not true.”
Hayden’s soft voice jarred him from his thoughts, and he glanced over to see her big eyes pleading with him. “Right?” she said wearily. “It’s not true.”
“I don’t know.” He raked a hand through his hair, then absently picked up a French fry. Not that he had an appetite anymore. That news report had destroyed any desire he had for food. He dropped the fry and looked back at Hayden, who seemed to be waiting expectantly for him to continue. “I really don’t know, babe. So far, there’s been no proof that Pres bribed anyone.”
“So far. But if that report we saw just now is true…”
Her breath hitched, and her pained expression tore at his heart.
“Were you…Did he…” She sounded tortured, as if saying each word took great effort. “Did he offer you a bribe?” she finally asked.
“Absolutely not.”
“But he could have bribed someone else, another player.”
“He could have,” Brody said guardedly.
She grew silent, looking so achingly sad that he reached over to draw her into his arms. Her hair tickled his chin, the sweet scent of her wafting into his nose. He wanted to kiss her, to make love to her again, but it was totally not the time. She was upset, and the way she pressed her head into the crook of his neck and snuggled closer told him she needed comfort at the moment, not sex.
“God, this is such a mess,” she murmured, her breath warming his skin. “Dad is already stressed-out because of the divorce, and now…”
She abruptly lifted her head, her lips set in a tight line. “I refuse to believe he did what they’re accusing him of. My dad is a lot of things, but he’s not a criminal.”
The certainty in her eyes was unmistakable, and Brody wisely kept quiet. He’d always admired and respected Presley Houston, but experience had taught him that even people you admired and respected could screw up.
“Whoever came forward has to be lying,” Hayden said firmly. She swallowed. “This will all get cleared up during the investigation. It has to.”
She slid close to him again. “I don’t want to think about this anymore. Can we just pretend we didn’t see that newscast?” Without waiting for an answer, she went on. “And while we’re at it, we can pretend I came home for a vacation rather than to deal with my father’s problems.” She sighed against his shoulder. “God, a vacation would be so good. I could really use some fun right now.”
He smoothed her hair, loving how soft it felt under his fingers. “What did you have in mind?”
She tilted her head up and smiled. “We could go see a movie tomorrow—it’s been ages since I’ve been to the movies. Or we could walk along the waterfront, go to Navy Pier. I don’t know, just have fun, damn it!”
As much as he hated disappointing her, Brody smiled gently and said, “I would love to, but I can’t. The team’s catching a plane to L.A. at 9:00 a.m. There’s a game tomorrow night.”
The light drained out of her eyes, but she gave him a quick smile as if to hide her reaction. “Oh. Right. Dad mentioned something about an away game.”
His arms felt empty as she disentangled herself from the embrace and inched back, absently reaching for a French fry on her plate. She popped it into her mouth, chewing slowly, not looking at him.
“How about Sunday?” he suggested, anxious to make things right and at the same time not sure what he’d done wrong.
“I have this party to go to.” She pushed her plate away, apparently as uninterested in eating as he was. “It’s important to my dad.”
“Then another time,” he said. “I promise you, I’ll take you out and give you the fun you need.”
Her expression grew strained. “It’s okay, Brody. You don’t have to indulge me. It’s probably a silly idea to go out on a date anyway.”
He bristled. “Why is it silly?”
She blew out an exasperated breath. “This is only supposed to be a fling. Playing out a few sexual fantasies.”
A fling. Something inside him hardened at the word. Casual flings had pretty much been his entire life for the past ten years, serious relationships never even making a blip on his radar. And then he’d met Hayden and suddenly he wasn’t thinking about casual anymore. He liked her. A lot. Hell, he’d actually experienced a flicker of excitement when she’d mentioned engaging in normal couple things like going to the movies or walking by the lake. He’d never felt the urge to do stuff like that with the previous women in his life. He hadn’t cared enough, and that would have sounded awful if not for the fact that they hadn’t cared, either.
Crazy as it was, Hayden was the first woman, aside from a reporter, who’d ever asked him about his parents or his college major. Mundane little questions that people asked each other all the time, and yet something he’d been lacking.
He’d seen the potential when Hayden had first walked up to him in that bar. Somehow, he’d known deep down that this was a woman he could have a meaningful relationship with.
And it was damn ironic that she only wanted a goddamn fling.
“What happened to promising to keep an open mind?” he asked quietly.
“I plan on keeping that promise.” She shifted her gaze. “But you can’t blame me for being skeptical about this becoming anything deeper.”
“You don’t think it will?”
“Honestly?” She looked him square in the eye. “No, I don’t.”
He frowned. “You sound convinced of that.”
“I am.” Pushing an errant strand of hair from her eyes, she shrugged. “I’m going back to the West Coast in a couple of months, and even if I were staying here, our lives don’t mesh.”
Irritation swelled inside him. “How do you figure that?”
“You’re a hockey player. I’m a professor.”
“So?”
“So, our careers alone tell me how different we are. I’ve lived in your world, Brody. I grew up in it. Dad and I had most of our conversations on airplanes on the way to whatever city his team was playing against. I lived in five states during a fifteen-year period. And I hated it.”
“Your father was a hockey coach,” he pointed out.
“And the travel requirements are not much different for players. I had no say in the career my father chose for himself. But when it comes to what I want in a partner, I can choose.”
“The guy in San Francisco, what does he do?”
Her discomfort at discussing the guy who Brody now thought of as the Other Man was evident as she began to fidget with her hands. She laced her fingers together, unlaced them, then tapped them against her thighs. “Actually, he teaches art history at Berkeley, too.”
How frickin’ peachy. “What else?” he demanded.
She faltered. “What do you mean?”
“So you’re both interested in art. What else makes this relationship so delightfully rewarding?”
He almost winced at the sarcasm he heard in his tone. Damn it, he was acting like a total ass here, and from the cloudy look in Hayden’s eyes, she obviously thought the same thing.
“My relationship with Doug is none of your concern. I promised to remain sexually exclusive, but I never agreed to sit around and talk about him.”
“I don’t want to talk about him,” he growled. “I just want to get to know you. I want to understand why you feel I’m not a good match for you.”
“God, don’t you see it?” she sighed. “I want, I want. You said so yourself, you always get what you want. And that’s why I feel the way I do. I’ve dated too many guys who want. But none of them want to give. They’re too concerned with getting their way, advancing their careers, and I always come in second. Well, I’m sick of it. Doug may not be the most exciting man on the planet, but he wants the same things I do—a solid marriage, a stable home, and that’s what I want out of a relationship.”
A deafening silence fell over the room, stretching between. Brody felt like throwing something. He resented the fact that Hayden was projecting her frustration with her father and the previous men in her life onto him, but, hell, he’d opened this can of worms. Pushed her too far, too fast. Needled her about her on-hold relationship and demanded she give him a chance she wasn’t ready to give.
Would he still get that chance now? Or had he blown it completely?
“I think asking you over here was a bad idea,” she said.
The answer to his silent question became painfully clear.
He’d blown it, all right.
Big-time.
 
THE LAST THING Hayden felt like doing on Sunday night was attending a birthday party for a wealthy entrepreneur she didn’t even know, but when she’d called her father to try to get out of it, he wouldn’t have it. He’d insisted her presence was essential, though she honestly didn’t know why. Every time she socialized with her father and his friends she ended up standing at the bar by herself.
But she didn’t want to let down her dad. And considering how she’d left things with Brody on Friday night, maybe it was better to get out of that big penthouse and away from her thoughts.
It was just past eight o’clock when she neared the Gallagher Club, a prestigious men’s club in one of Chicago’s most historical neighborhoods. It had been founded by Walter Gallagher, a filthy rich entrepreneur who’d decided he needed to build a place where other filthy rich entrepreneurs could congregate.
The Gallagher Club was by invitation only, and it took some men decades to gain membership. Her father had inherited the membership when he’d purchased the Warriors from their previous owner, and he loved flaunting it. When Hayden was in town, he never took her anywhere else.
She drove down the wide, tree-lined street, slowing her rented Honda Civic when she spotted a crowd at the end of the road. As she got closer, she noticed a few news vans. The dozen or so people milling by the curb were reporters.
And since she couldn’t think of anyone else currently involved in a possible criminal investigation, she knew the press was there because of her father.
This was not good.
Taking a few calming breaths, she drove through the wrought-iron gates leading to the Gallagher Club, turning her head and averting her eyes when a few of the reporters started to peer in at her. She exhaled as she steered up the circular cobblestone driveway and slowed the car behind the line of vehicles waiting near the valet area.
Had the reporters harassed her father when he’d driven in? Had he stopped to speak with them, to deny the absurd news report?
A voice interrupted the troubling thoughts. “Good evening, madam.”
She lifted her head and saw a young man in a burgundy valet uniform hovering over the driver’s window.
“May I take your keys?” he asked.
Her gaze flitted to the massive mansion with its enormous limestone pillars and the stone statues lining the marble entrance. Her father was probably already in there, most likely smoking cigars with his rich friends and acting as if the presence of the media didn’t bother him. But she knew it had to bug him. Presley’s reputation mattered to him more than anything.
With another sigh, she handed the valet her keys and stepped out of the car. “Davis will escort you inside,” the young man informed her.
Davis turned out to be a tall, bulky man in a black tuxedo who extended his arm and led her up the front steps toward the two oak doors at the entrance.
He opened one door and said, “Enjoy your evening.”
“Thank you,” she answered, then stepped into the lavish foyer.
Miles of black marble spanned the front hall, and overhead a sparkling crystal chandelier dangled from the high ceiling. When she took a breath, she inhaled the scent of wine, cologne and all things expensive.
She paused next to the entrance of the coat check and quickly glanced down to make sure there were no wardrobe mishaps happening. She’d worn a slinky silver dress that clung to her curves, emphasizing her cleavage and bottom. Not to mention that it was slit up to the thigh, revealing a lot of leg. A light touch of eye makeup and some shiny pink lip gloss, and the ensemble had been complete.
Annoyingly, she’d thought about Brody the entire time she’d gotten ready. How much he’d probably enjoy seeing her in the dress—and how much he’d love taking it off her.
It still bothered her, how they’d left things Friday night. Brody hadn’t spent the night, needing to catch his flight in the morning, and he’d headed for the elevator with the air of a man leaving a battlefield in defeat.
She’d felt pretty defeated, too. What had she been thinking, suggesting they go out on a real date? After all, she was the one who’d made it clear she wanted a fling. Yet she’d really enjoyed their conversation—talking to him about art, hearing about his parents. It had been really nice. Comfortable. And before she knew it, she was falling right back into her old ways, looking to embark on a new relationship.
That Brody had to be in L.A. the next day was just the wake-up call she’d needed. It reminded her precisely what she wanted—someone stable. Someone who wouldn’t be out of town for half the year, while their relationship took second place. As wildly attracted to Brody as she was, she knew he couldn’t be that someone.
“Quade has outdone himself this year,” a male voice boomed, interrupting her thoughts and reminding her where she was.
Smoothing out the front of her dress, she followed the group of tuxedo-clad men into the large ballroom off to the left. It was a black-tie event, and she found herself surrounded by beautifully dressed people, some older, some younger, all strangers. A dance floor graced the center of the room, in front of a live band that was belting out an upbeat swing song. Before she could blink, a waiter handed her a glass of champagne.
Just as she was about to take a sip, a familiar face caught her eye.
“Darcy?” she called in surprise.
Her best friend’s silky red hair swung over her shoulders as she spun around. “Hey! What are you doing here?”
“My dad demanded I make an appearance.” She grimaced. “And to think, I almost believed he wanted to spend some time with me.”
Bitter much?
Fine, so she was bitter, but really, who could blame her? She’d come here to support her father and bridge the distance between them, and yet he seemed determined to avoid spending quality time with her.
“What are you doing here?” she asked Darcy.
Her friend was clad in a white minidress that contrasted nicely with her bright red hair and vibrant blue eyes. “I know the birthday boy. He’s a regular at the boutique and pretty much threatened to take his business elsewhere if I didn’t make an appearance.” Darcy snorted. “To be honest, I think he’s dying to get into my panties. Like that will ever happen.”
“Who exactly is the birthday boy? Dad neglected to mention.”
“Jonas Quade,” Darcy answered. “He’s filthy rich, calls himself a philanthropist, and spends thousands of dollars on his many mistresses. Oh, and he’s also a pompous ass, but I can’t complain because those thousands I mentioned, well, he spends them at my boutique. He likes getting his lady friends to try on lace teddies and model for him, that sleazy bastar—Crap, here he comes.”
A gray-haired man with the build of Arnold Schwarzenegger and a George Hamilton tan made a beeline in their direction. A plump, blond woman tagged on his heels, looking annoyed by her escort’s obvious enthusiasm for Darcy.
“Darcy!” Jonas Quade boomed, grinning widely. “What a treat to see you here.”
“Happy birthday, Mr. Quade,” Darcy said politely.
Quade turned to his companion. “Margaret, this is the owner of the lingerie store where I buy you all those intimate gifts.” He winked at the blonde. “Darcy, this is my wife, Margaret.”
Hayden could see the barely contained mirth on her friend’s face. Hayden had to wonder if Quade’s wife was aware that her husband wasn’t buying intimate gifts only for her.
“And who is your lovely friend?” Quade asked, peering at Hayden.
Since she didn’t particularly enjoy being ogled, Hayden felt a flicker of relief when, before Darcy could introduce them, Quade’s wife suddenly latched on to his arm and said, “Marcus is trying to get your attention, darling.” She proceeded to forcibly drag him away from the two women.
“Enjoy the party,” Quade called over his shoulder.
“That poor woman,” Darcy said. “She has no idea…”
“I’m sure she knows. He might as well have adulterer tattooed on his forehead.”
She and Darcy started to giggle, and Hayden decided this party might not be so bad after all. She hadn’t spotted her father yet, but with Darcy by her side, she might not have such an awful time.
“Can I interest you in a dance?”
Damn, she should’ve known her best friend, with that indecently short dress, wouldn’t be available for long.
The handsome, dark-haired man in a navy-blue pinstriped suit eyed Darcy expectantly. After a moment she shrugged, and said, “I’d love to dance.” She handed her champagne flute to Hayden, adding, “I’ll catch up with you later, okay?”
“Sure. Have fun.”
Hayden’s shoulders sagged as her friend followed Handsome Man onto the dance floor. Great. Seeing Darcy had been a pleasant surprise, but now her enthusiasm returned to its original level: low.
Then it swiftly dropped to nonexistent.
“Hayden, honey!” Her father’s commanding voice sliced through the loud chatter and strains of music. He strode up to her, a glass of bourbon in his hand and an unlit cigar poking out of the corner of his mouth.
She stood on her tiptoes and pecked his cheek. “Hey, Dad. You look like you’re enjoying yourself.”
“I am, I am.” He squeezed her arm and beamed at her. “You look gorgeous.”
Something about his overly broad smile troubled her. She wasn’t sure why—he was just smiling. And yet an alarm went off in her head. She examined her father more closely. His face was flushed and his eyes were a touch too bright.
Like an unwanted visit from the Avon lady, Sheila’s words filled her head. Your father’s drinking again.
“Are you okay?” she asked, unable to stop the wariness from seeping into her tone. “You look a little…tense.”
He waved a hand dismissively. “I’m absolutely great.”
“You sure? Because I saw those reporters outside and…” And what? And I wanted to make sure that they’re all just lying about your involvement in illegal sports betting?
Presley’s eyes darkened. “Ignore those bloodsuckers. They’re only trying to cause trouble, conjuring up their delusional stories to sell papers.” He took a slug of bourbon. “This isn’t the time to discuss this. Martin Hargrove was just asking me about you. You remember Martin, he owns a chain of restaurants—”
“Dad, you can’t just ignore this,” she cut in. “What about the announcement that one of your players came forward? I tried calling your cell yesterday afternoon to talk about it but I kept getting your voice mail. I left you two messages.”
He ignored the last statement and said, “I was golfing with Judge Harrison. No cell service out on the course.”
She decided not to mention that she’d also called the house he was renting, knowing he’d probably have an excuse for not answering those calls, too.
God, why was he acting like none of this was a big deal? One of his players had admitted that Presley fixed games, and her father was brushing it off like a fleck of lint on his sleeve. Going to parties, smoking cigars, mingling with friends. Did he honestly think this would all just blow over? Hayden refused to believe her father had done the things he was accused of, but she wasn’t naive enough to think they could just close their eyes and blink the whole mess away.
“Did you at least talk to Judge Harrison about what your next move should be?” she asked.
“Why the hell would I do that?”
“Because this is starting to get serious.” Hayden clenched her fists at her sides. “You should give a press conference maintaining your innocence. Or at the very least, talk to your lawyer.”
He didn’t bother replying, just shrugged, then lifted his drink to his mouth. After swallowing the rest of the liquid, he signaled a passing waiter and swiped a glass of champagne.
Hayden took the opportunity to place her and Darcy’s drinks on the waiter’s tray, suddenly losing any taste for alcohol. Both times she’d seen her father this past week, he’d been drinking, but tonight it was obvious her father was drunk. His rosy cheeks and glazed eyes, the way he was swaying on his feet. The blatant case of denial.
“Dad…how much have you had to drink?”
His features instantly hardened. “Pardon me?”
“You just seem a little…buzzed,” she said for lack of a better word.
“Buzzed? Is that California slang for drunk?” He frowned. “I can assure you, Hayden, I am not drunk. I’ve only had a couple drinks.”
The defensive note in his voice deepened her concern. When people started making excuses for their inebriated state…wasn’t that a sign of a drinking problem?
She cursed her stepmother for putting all these absurd ideas into her head. Her father wasn’t an alcoholic. He didn’t have a drinking problem, he hadn’t had an affair, and he certainly hadn’t illegally fixed any Warrior games to make a profit.
Right?
Her temples began to throb. God, she didn’t want to doubt her dad, the man who’d raised her alone, the man who up until a few years ago had been her closest friend.
She opened her mouth to apologize, but he cut her off before she could. “I’m sick of these accusations, you hear me?”
She blinked. “What? Dad—”
“I get enough flak from Sheila, I don’t need to hear this shit from my own daughter.”
His eyes were on fire, his cheeks crimson with anger, and she found herself taking a step back. Tears stung her eyes. Oh, God. For the first time in her life she was frightened of her own father.
“So I made a few bad investments. Sue me,” he growled, his champagne glass shaking along with his hands. “It doesn’t make me a criminal. Don’t you dare accuse me of that.”
She swallowed. “I wasn’t—”
“I didn’t fix those games,” he snapped. “And I don’t have a drinking problem.”
A ragged breath escaped his lips, the stale odor of alcohol burning her nostrils and betraying his last statement. Her father was drunk. This time there wasn’t a single doubt in her mind. As she stood there, stunned, a tear crept down her cheek.
“Hayden…honey…oh, Lord, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you like that.”
She didn’t answer, just swallowed again and swiped at her face with a shaky hand.
Her father reached out and touched her shoulder. “Forgive me.”
Before she could respond, Jonas Quade approached with jovial strides, clasped his hand on Presley’s arm and said, “There you are, Pres. My son Gregory is dying to meet you. He’s the Warriors’ number-one fan.”
Her father’s dark green eyes pleaded with her, relaying the message he couldn’t voice at the moment. We’ll talk about this later.
She managed a nod, then drew in a ragged breath as Quade led her father away.
The second the two men ambled off, she spun on her heel and hurried to the French doors leading to the patio, hoping she could keep any more tears at bay until she was out of sight.
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“I REALLY WISH you hadn’t dragged me here,” Sam Becker groaned as he drove his shiny silver Lexus in the direction of the Gallagher Club. “My wife is pissed.”
“Come on, Mary doesn’t have a ‘pissed’ bone in her body,” Brody replied, thinking of the tiny, delicate woman who’d been married to Sam for fifteen years.
“That’s what she wants you to think. Trust me, behind closed doors she’s not very nice.”
Brody laughed.
“I swear, she almost tore my head off when I told her I was going out with you tonight. It was last-minute, so we couldn’t get a babysitter for Tamara. Mary had to cancel her plans. I’ll never hear the end of this. Thanks a lot, kiddo.”
Sam’s words might have evoked guilt in some men, but Brody couldn’t muster any. For two days he’d been trying to come up with a way to see Hayden and make things right. Sure, he could’ve just called her, but the way things had ended at the penthouse the other night left him cautious.
Hayden had mentioned she’d be at the Gallagher Club tonight, and he’d spent the entire afternoon wondering how he could show up there without appearing desperate. The answer had come to him during a call from Becker, who’d phoned to discuss a charity event they were participating in next month.
Brody wasn’t a member of the Gallagher Club, but Becker was, so Brody had promptly ordered his best bud to brush the dust off his tuxedo.
He felt bad that Becker had been raked over the coals by his wife, but he’d make it up to him.
“Why didn’t you get Lucy to watch Tamara?” Brody asked. He’d been over to Becker’s house dozens of times, and had spent quite a bit of time with Becker’s two daughters. Lucy was fourteen, ten years older than her sister Tamara, but it had been obvious to Brody how much the teenager loved her baby sister.
“Lucy has a—God help me—” Becker groaned “—boyfriend. They’re at the movies tonight.”
Brody hooted. “You actually let her leave the house with the guy?”
“I had no choice. Mary said I couldn’t threaten him with a shotgun.” Becker sighed. “And speaking of shotguns, she told me to put one to your head if you didn’t agree to spend a week at our lake house this summer. She renovated the entire place and is dying to show it off.”
Brody usually tried to spend the entire summer in Michigan with his parents, but for Becker, he was willing to alter his plans. “Tell your wife I’ll be there. Just name the date.”
Becker suddenly slowed the car. “Oh, shit.”
A small crowd of reporters hovered in front of the gates of the Gallagher Club. A few turned their heads at the Lexus’s approach.
Rolling up the windows, Becker turned to Brody and said, “Obviously the vultures are following dear old Pres.”
Brody suppressed a groan. “Are you surprised? Someone on the team came forward and confirmed the rumors. The press is salivating.”
Becker drove through the gate and stopped in front of the waiting valet. Lips tight, he got out of the car without a word.
The second Brody’s feet connected with the cobblestone driveway, one of the reporters shouted at them from the gate.
“Becker! Croft!” a man yelled, practically poking his entire bald head between two of the gate’s bars. “Any comment on the allegations that Presley Houston fixed Warriors games and…”
Brody tuned the guy out, choosing instead to follow Becker up the front steps toward the entrance of the club.
“Jeez, I hate this place,” Becker muttered as they entered the foyer.
“How’d you get to be a member anyway?” Brody asked the question without caring too much about the answer. He’d much rather talk to Becker about Craig Wyatt and the possibility that he was the one who’d come forward, but Becker’s body language clearly said he didn’t want to discuss the reporters or the scandal. His massive shoulders were tight, his square jaw clenched. Brody could understand. He’d been feeling tense himself ever since he’d watched that news story with Hayden.
And yesterday’s loss in Los Angeles hadn’t helped. Losing a play-off game was bad, but losing 6–0 was pathetic. The Warriors had played like a team of amateurs, and though nobody had spoken about the scandal, Brody knew it was on their minds. He’d found himself glancing around the locker room, wondering which one of the guys had confessed to knowing about the bribes.
“My wife is involved with one of Jonas Quade’s charity foundations,” Becker was saying in response Brody’s question. “When he offered to put in a good word for me with the members’ committee, Mary pretty much threatened divorce unless I joined.” Becker muttered a curse. “I’m telling you, man, she’s not a nice person.”
“You must have seen something good in her considering you married the woman.”
“Yeah, I did see something.” Becker’s rugged features softened. “My soul mate.”
The two men entered the massive ballroom, and Brody’s eyes instantly began darting around the room.
“So what’s her name?” Becker asked with a sigh.
He blinked. “What?”
“Come on, Croft. Only reason you dragged me here is because I belong to this pretentious society of snobs and you needed to score an invite. And since you’re no social climber, that means you came here to see a woman. So what’s her name?”
“Hayden,” he admitted.
Becker accepted a glass of wine from a passing waiter. “Is she a member of Chicago’s high society?”
“Kind of.” He hesitated. “She’s Presley’s daughter.”
Becker paused mid-sip. “As in the daughter of Presley Houston, the man who signs our paychecks?”
“Yep.”
“Bad idea, man. You don’t want to get involved with a Houston, not while this betting bullshit is going on.”
Brody’s tuxedo jacket suddenly felt too tight. “Hayden has nothing to do with that. She’s just visiting from California.”
“And if the media finds out you’re sleeping with her, they’ll start drooling. It’ll be all over the headlines, how Pres’s daughter is screwing one of the star players on the team in order to shut him up.”
The hairs on the back of Brody’s neck stood on end. “You say that as if you think there’s something I need shutting up about. Sam…do you know something about this bribery crap?”
“No, of course not.”
“You sure?” He hesitated. “You didn’t…you didn’t take a bribe, did you?”
Becker looked as if he’d been shot by a bazooka. His mouth dropped open, his cheeks reddened and a vein popped out in his forehead. “You actually think I’d take a fucking bribe? I’ve been playing in this league for half my life. Trust me, I earn enough.”
Brody relaxed. “I didn’t think you took a bribe,” he said, trying to inject reassurance into his voice. “But what you just said…it sounds like you know more about this scandal than the rest of us. Did Pres tell you anything?”
Though he looked calm now, the vein on Becker’s forehead continued to throb. He seemed uncomfortable, scanning the room like that of a prisoner scouting out an escape route. “I don’t know anything,” he finally said.
“Well, I think I might,” Brody found himself confessing.
Becker’s head jerked up. “What are you talking about?”
Although this was probably not the time, and definitely not the place, Brody told Becker about what he’d seen at the arena the other day. He spoke in a hushed tone, revealing his suspicions that Sheila Houston had confided in Craig Wyatt about whatever it was she knew, and that Wyatt was the one who’d spoken to the league. He finished with, “So do you think I should do something?”
The other man released a ragged breath. He looked a bit shell-shocked. “Honestly? I think it would be a bad idea.”
“Why do you say that?”
“You don’t want to get involved,” Becker warned in a low voice. “You’ll only cast suspicion on yourself.”
He mulled over his friend’s advice, knowing Becker did have a point. But then he thought of the team captain, and how subdued Wyatt had been lately. Wyatt had always been serious, but he’d barely spoken a word to anyone in weeks, and when he did, it was to yell at them for making a mistake out on the ice. Brody got the feeling Craig Wyatt might very well be in need of a friend, and as reluctant as he was to get involved, he wasn’t sure he could watch a teammate struggle without doing a thing to help.
But Becker remained firm. “Don’t confront Craig, kiddo. If it bothers you this much, I’ll talk to him, okay?”
He glanced at his friend in surprise. “You’d really do that?”
With a playful punch to Brody’s arm, Becker gave a faint smile and said, “Unlike my old-timer self, you’ve still got a lot of years ahead of you. I don’t want to see your career tank just because Presley Houston might’ve decided he needed some extra cash.”
“My two favorite players!”
Speak of the devil. Brody shot Becker a look of gratitude, then pasted on a smile as Presley approached them, holding a glass of champagne in his large hand. Considering there were reporters outside just dying to roast Pres for these bribery charges, the man seemed surprisingly jovial. Either the allegations didn’t concern him, or he was doing a damn good job covering up his distress.
“Having a good time?” Pres asked.
“We just got here,” answered Becker.
“Well, the party’s just getting started.” Pres lifted his glass to his lips and emptied it. A second later he flagged down a waiter and promptly received a full glass.
“Is your daughter here tonight?” Brody asked. His voice came out more eager than casual. His peripheral vision caught Becker’s mouth creasing in a frown.
Pres looked distinctly ill at ease at the mention of Hayden. “I think she went out on the patio,” he said.
And there was his cue.
Brody didn’t feel bad leaving Becker in the clutches of the obviously plastered team owner. Sam Becker had been in the business long enough to know how to handle every situation thrown at him, and he usually handled them as well as he did the puck. The man was a pro, through and through.
Brody stepped away, glancing around the enormous ballroom for the patio entrance. Finally he spotted the French doors and made his way toward them.
His breath caught at the sight of Hayden’s silver-clad figure. She was leaning against the railing overlooking the grounds of the estate, her long brown hair cascading down her bare shoulders, her delectable ass hugged by the silky material of her dress.
He paused at the doors, admiring her. To his surprise, she turned abruptly as if sensing his presence. Their eyes locked. And that’s when he saw that her sooty black lashes were spiky with tears.
He was by her side in seconds. “Hey, what’s wrong?” he murmured, resting both hands on her slender waist and pulling her toward him.
She sank into his embrace and pressed her face against his shoulder as she whispered, “What are you doing here?”
“I tagged along with a friend.” He gently stroked her back. “And I’m glad I did. You look awful.”
“Gee, thanks.” Her voice came out muffled against the front of his tuxedo jacket.
“Oh, quit sulking. You know you’re the sexiest woman at this party.” He swept a hand over her firm bottom. The feel of her warm, curvy body made his pulse quicken, but he reminded himself that now was not the time.
“Now tell me the reason for these.” He brushed the moisture from her lashes. “What happened?”
“Nothing.”
“Hayden.”
She lifted her head, chin tilting with defiance. “It’s not a big deal, Brody. Just go inside and enjoy the party.”
“Screw the party. I came here to see you.”
“Well, I came here to see my dad.” She turned her head away and stared out at the landscaped grounds.
The temperature had dipped drastically and the thick gray clouds littering the night sky hinted at a storm. Already the endless carpet of flowers on the lush lawn was starting to sway in the wind, sweeping a sweet aroma in the direction of the cobblestone patio.
It was the kind of night he usually enjoyed, the moistness of the air, the hint of rain and thunder, but he couldn’t appreciate it when Hayden looked so distraught.
And beautiful. Damn, but she also looked beautiful. The slinky silver dress, the strappy heels, the shiny pink gloss coating her sensual lips. He wanted her, as strongly and as violently as he’d wanted her that first night in the bar. And not just sexually. Something about this woman brought out a protective, nurturing side in him he’d never known he possessed.
“Please, Hayden, tell me what happened.”
She hesitated for so long he didn’t think she’d say anything, but then her mouth opened and a string of words flew out like bullets spitting from a rifle.
“I think my father is drinking. He blew up at me when I questioned him about it, and then he made a few remarks about bad investments.” She looked up, her eyes wide with anguish. “I’m worried he might have done some of the things everyone is accusing him of. God, Brody, I think there’s actually a chance he might have bribed players and bet on games.”
Brody’s heart plummeted to the pit of his stomach. He shoved his fists into the pockets of his jacket, hoping to bring warmth to hands that had suddenly grown ice-cold. Damn it. He didn’t want to have this conversation, especially with Hayden. Not when his own flags were raised.
So he just stood there in silence, waiting for her to continue and hoping she wouldn’t ask him any questions that might force him to reveal something she probably wouldn’t want to hear.
“I don’t know what I should do,” she murmured. “I don’t know how to help him. I don’t know if he’s guilty or innocent. I have no proof he has a drinking problem, but it’s obvious after tonight that something is going on with my dad.”
“You need to try talking to him when he’s sober,” Brody advised.
“I’ve tried,” she moaned with frustration. “But he’s determined not to be alone with me. And if by chance we are alone, he changes the subject every time I try to bring up my concerns. He won’t let me in, Brody.”
They stood there for a moment, silently, his arms wrapped around her slender body, her head tucked against his chest.
“I never thought my relationship with my dad would get to this point,” she whispered. “He treated me like a stranger tonight. He snapped at me, cursed at me, looked right through me, as if I was just another headache he didn’t want to deal with instead of his only daughter.”
Brody threaded his fingers through her hair and stroked the soft tresses while he caressed her cheek with his other hand. “Did you two used to be close?” he asked.
“Very.” She gave a soft sigh. “Nowadays, the team comes first.”
“I’m sure that’s not true.”
She raised her chin and met his eyes. “Tell me, in all the years you’ve played for the Warriors, how many times has my father mentioned me?”
Discomfort coiled in his gut. “A bunch of times,” he said vaguely.
Her eyes pierced his. “Really?”
“Fine, never,” he admitted. “But I’m just a player to your father. He’s certainly never treated me as a confidant.”
“My dad is obsessed with the team,” she said flatly. “He’s always loved hockey, but when he was just a coach, it wasn’t this bad. Now that he owns a team, he’s almost fanatical. It used to be about the game for him. Somehow it’s become about making money, being as powerful as he can be.”
“Money and power aren’t bad things to want,” Brody had to point out.
“Sure, but what about family? Who are you supposed to rely on when the money and power are gone? Who will be there to love you?”
A cloud of sadness floated across her pretty face, her expression growing bittersweet. “You know he used to take me fishing a lot? Every summer we’d rent a cabin up at the lake, usually for an entire week. We moved around so much, but Dad always managed to find a place to go fishing. I hated to fish, but I pretended to love it because I wanted to spend the time with my dad.”
She moved out of his arms and walked back to the railing, leaning forward and breathing in the cool night air. Without turning around, she continued speaking. “We stopped going once I moved to California. He always promised we’d go back to the lake during my visits home, but we never got around to it. Though we did go out on the yacht last summer.” She made a face. “Sheila spent the entire trip talking about her nails. And Dad was on the phone the whole time.”
The wistful note in her voice struck a chord of sympathy in him. Despite his busy schedule, he always made sure to return to Michigan a few times a year to see his parents. In the off-season he stayed with them for a month and spent every available moment with his folks. Although it irked him a little that his mom refused to quit her hairdressing job and take advantage of her son’s wealth, he loved being home with his folks. And they were always thrilled to have him. He couldn’t imagine his parents ever being too busy to hang out with their only son.
Presley Houston was an idiot. There was no other explanation for why the man would pass up the opportunity to spend time with a daughter as incredible as Hayden. She was intelligent, warm, passionate.
“I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” she burst out. “There’s no point. Dad and I have been drifting apart for years. I was stupid to think he might actually value my support.”
“I’m sure he does value it. It’s obvious he’s been drinking tonight, babe. It was probably the alcohol that made him snap at you like that.”
“Alcohol is no excuse.” She raked her fingers through her hair and scowled. “God, I need to get out of here. I want to go someplace where I can hear my own thoughts.”
He glanced at the watch he’d picked up from the arena earlier in the morning, saw it wasn’t that late, and threw an arm around Hayden’s shoulders. “I know just the place.”
She studied him warily, as if she suddenly remembered what had transpired between them two nights ago. He saw her hesitation, her reluctance to let him back in, but thankfully she made no protest when he took her hand. Instead, she clasped her warm fingers in his and said, “Let’s go.”
 
“THIS IS IT? The place where all my thoughts will become clear?” Hayden couldn’t help but laugh as she followed Brody into the dark hockey arena twenty minutes later.
She’d let Brody drive her car, but hadn’t thought to ask where he was taking her. She’d been content to sit in silence, trying to make sense of everything her father had said to her tonight. Now she kind of wished she’d been more curious about their destination.
The night guard had let them in. He’d seemed surprised at the sight of Brody Croft showing up at the practice arena way after hours, but didn’t object to Brody’s request. After digging up an old pair of boys’ skates for Hayden from the equipment room, the guard had unlocked the doors leading out to the rink, flicked on the lights and disappeared with a smile.
“Trust me,” Brody said. “There’s nothing like the feel of ice under your skates to clear your head.”
“Uh, I should probably mention I haven’t ice-skated since I was a kid.”
He looked aghast. “But your father owns a hockey team.”
“We’re not allowed to talk about my father anymore tonight, remember?”
“Right. Sorry.” He flashed a charming grin. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you don’t fall flat on your ass. Now sit.”
Obligingly, she sat on the hard wooden bench and allowed Brody to remove her high heels. He caressed her stockinged feet for a moment, then reached for the skates the guard had found and helped her get a foot into one.
“It’s tight,” she complained.
“It belongs to a twelve-year-old boy. No figure skates here, so you’ll have to make do.”
Brody laced up the skates for her, then flopped down on the bench and kicked off his shiny black dress shoes. He’d retrieved a spare pair of skates from the bottom of his locker, and he put them on expertly, grinning when he saw her wobble to her feet. She made quite a fashion statement in her party dress and scuffed black hockey skates.
She held out her arms in an attempt to balance herself. “I’m totally going to fall on my butt,” she said.
“I told you, I won’t let it happen.”
He stood, took two steps forward and unlatched the wooden gate that ringed the ice. Like the pro hockey player he was, he slid onto the rink effortlessly and skated backward for a moment while she stood at the gate and muttered, “Show-off.”
Laughing, he moved toward her and held out his hand.
She stared at his long, calloused fingers, wanting so badly to grab onto them and never let go. Yet another part of her was hesitant. When she’d picked him up at the bar five days ago, she hadn’t imagined she’d see him after that first night. Or that she’d sleep with him again. Or that she might actually start to like him.
And she did like him. As much as she wanted to continue viewing Brody as nothing more than a one-night stand who’d rocked her world, he was becoming unnervingly real to her. He’d listened when she’d babbled about art, he’d let her cry on his shoulder, he’d brought her to this dark arena just to take her mind off her worries. One-night stands weren’t supposed to do that, darn it!
“Come on, Hayden, I won’t let you fall,” he reassured her.
With a nod of acceptance, she took his hand. The second the blades of her skates connected with the sleek ice, she almost keeled over. Her arms windmilled, her legs spread open, and her skates moved in opposite directions as if trying to force her into the splits.
Brody promptly steadied her. “You’re not very good at this, are you?”
“I told you I wasn’t,” she returned with an indignant glare. “Ask me to lecture you about Impressionist art, I can do that. But skating? I suck.”
“Because you’re trying to walk instead of glide,” he pointed out. He clamped both his hands on her waist. “Quit doing that. Now, take my hand and do what I’m doing.”
Slowly, they pushed forward again. While Brody’s strides were effortless, hers were clumsy. Every few feet the tips of her skates would dig into the ice and she’d lurch forward, but Brody stayed true to his word. He didn’t let her fall. Not even once.
“There you go,” he exclaimed. “You’re getting the hang of it.”
She couldn’t help smiling. Once she’d taken his advice and stopped treating the skates as shoes, her movements had become smoother. She felt giddy as they picked up speed, gliding along the ice like a pair of Thoroughbreds rounding a racetrack.
The boards, the benches, the bleachers—it all whizzed by her, the cool air in the arena reddening her cheeks. Although there were goose bumps dotting her bare arms, she didn’t mind the cold temperature. The chill in the arena soothed her, cleansing her mind.
She cast a sideways glance at Brody and saw he was enjoying this, too. God, he looked delicious in his tuxedo. The jacket stretched over his broad shoulders and powerful chest, and the slightly loose trousers didn’t hide his taut behind. She noticed his bow tie sat a little crooked, and resisted the urge to reach out and straighten it. She didn’t want to move her arms and risk falling, so she tightened her fingers around his instead.
He looked down at their intertwined fingers, his mouth parting slightly, as if he wanted to speak but was being cautious. She knew exactly what was on his mind, because the same thing was running through hers. God help her, but she wanted this man in her bed again.
He was arrogant, yes, and pushy sometimes. But he also turned her on in the fiercest way, and every time he fixed those midnight-blue eyes on her, every time he wrapped those big arms around her, she melted.
They slowed their pace, and she forced her thoughts away from the dangerous territory they’d crossed into and tried to come up with a neutral topic of conversation. One that didn’t make her think of Brody, naked and hard as he devoured her body with his tongue.
“When did you start playing?” she finally asked, deciding his career was as safe a subject as any.
“Pretty much the second I could walk, I was learning to skate. My dad used to take me to this outdoor rink near our house in Michigan.” He chuckled. “Well, it wasn’t much of a rink. Just a crappy pond that froze over every winter. My parents couldn’t afford the membership fee for a real arena, so I used to practice my slap shots out on that pond while my dad sat on a folding chair in the snow and read car magazines.”
“Did you play on a school team?”
“Uh, what team wasn’t I on?” He dropped her hand and began skating lazy circles around her. “In high school I played hockey, rugby and baseball in the spring. Oh, and I was on the lacrosse team until the practices started to interfere with my hockey schedule.”
“Huh. So you were one of those guys. I bet you were voted Most Likely to Become a Pro Athlete in your high school yearbook.”
“Actually, I was.”
He told her a bit about his early years in the league, then made her laugh with some anecdotes about his parents and their overwhelming pride in him. At times a twinge of bitterness seeped into his voice, giving her the feeling that his childhood was tougher than he let on, but she didn’t pry. She remembered him telling her money had been tight for his family, and it was obviously something he didn’t like talking about.
A few minutes later, a cramp seized her leg and she wobbled to a stop, leaning against the splintered sideboards as she rubbed the back of her thigh. On the West Coast she jogged every morning before heading over to the university, but she was obviously not in the great shape she’d believed herself to be in. Her legs were aching and they’d only been skating around for twenty minutes.
“Wanna take a break?” Brody offered.
“Please.”
They stepped off the ice and climbed up to the bleachers. Brody was an expert when it came to walking on skates. She wasn’t so fortunate. She almost pitched forward a half-dozen times before she finally sank down on the bench and exhaled with relief.
“I think I pulled a muscle in my butt,” she grumbled.
“Want me to rub the kinks out?”
She stiffened, wishing his voice didn’t contain that husky note of erotic promise. Damn it. She couldn’t fall into bed with him again. As thrilling as it would be to continue exploring the sexual canvas they seemed so skilled at painting together, she couldn’t help remembering what had happened the last time she’d given in.
As if sensing her concerns, Brody let out an unsteady breath. “I’m sorry about the other night, Hayden. I acted like an ass.”
She didn’t reply, just offered a pointed nod.
“I know I’m rough around the edges. I’m demanding, I like getting my way and I’m definitely not the kind of man who’s content with playing second fiddle.” He held up his hand before she could cut in. “I shouldn’t have hassled you about, you know, Doug—” he said the name like it was contagious “—but damn it, Hayden, it drives me crazy knowing there’s someone else in your life. I’m not used to sharing.”
“You’re not sharing. Doug and I are on a break.”
“There’s a giant difference between a break and a breakup.” He frowned. “Do you think you’ll go back to him?”
“I don’t know.” Deep down, though, she knew the answer to that question and it probably wasn’t one Doug was going to like. But she couldn’t talk about it, not now, and definitely not with Brody.
She could tell he wasn’t happy with her answer, but instead of challenging her the way he had two nights ago, he simply nodded. “Guess I’ll have to live it with then. And I can live with it, especially if it means I get to spend more time with you.”
“But why? What do you see in me that makes you so sure we should pursue this?” She wasn’t prone to insecurities, but she couldn’t quite figure out why this sexy giant of a man wanted her and not some supermodel.
“What do I see in you?” He leaned closer. “You want a list? I can do that. I’ll skip how beautiful you are. That’s all just superficial.”
“I’m not above superficial.”
He chuckled. “So you’d like me to start with your wild green eyes that have been knocking me out since the second you strolled up to that pool table?”
She bit her lower lip. “Okay.”
Carefully, he took a lock of her hair between his fingers. “Or should I start with this silky brown hair that keeps making me want to reach out and touch it?” His attention dropped to her chest. “Or these breasts I can’t get enough of?” The fingers that had been toying with her hair moved to brush over her nipples, which were pushing against the thin fabric of her dress. “Or maybe these lips that keep begging me to taste them?” He brushed a thumb over her bottom lip.
Her lips parted, her eyelids grew heavy, and thankfully she was sitting down because she didn’t think she could hold up the weight of her body in her weakened state. This man was one smooth talker.
“Any of those places are fine,” she breathed.
Strong hands cupped her face. “Then there’s the intelligence that practically radiates from you. Did I ever tell you smart women seriously turn me on?” His thumbs began caressing her cheeks and he bent to whisper close to her ear. “You’re a walking contradiction, Hayden. Prim and proper one moment, wild and uninhibited the next. And the more I get to know you, the more I like what I find.”
Each of his words softened her heart, and every warm wisp of his breath against her ear made her quiver with need.
“When I left the penthouse the other night you wouldn’t let me kiss you,” he said, his lips just inches from hers. “I promised myself I wouldn’t kiss you again until you asked me to.”
“Kiss me, Brody. Please…”
In an instant, his lips touched hers, unleashing a trickle of soothing warmth that rivaled a shot of fine brandy. She moved a hand to his cheek and relished the light prickles of his five-o’clock shadow. And despite his tender touch, the hardness of his chest and the roughness of his cheek reminded her he was all man.
He groaned softly, and deepened the kiss. She parted her lips, inviting him to explore. She wanted to surround herself in his protective embrace. Her father’s behavior tonight had frightened her, hurt her, but Brody’s kiss made her forget about everything except this moment, the feel of his mouth on hers, the flick of his tongue and warm caress of his fingers on her cheek.
She slid her hand to the nape of his neck, allowing the soft curls to tickle her fingers. She took hold and pulled the kiss deeper. His slow, heavy groan spoke of acceptance and thanks.
His hands moved down her sides, and he lightly caressed the sides of her breasts with his thumbs, sending a pulsing charge through her system. It was the most gentle he’d ever been with her, a stark change from his rough, drugging kisses and eager exploratory hands. And as much as she was enjoying the kiss, she wanted more. She lowered her hands to the growing bulge in his tuxedo trousers, but he moved her hand away and broke the kiss.
For a moment, her eyes wouldn’t open and her mouth wouldn’t close. She was held in transition, her body still tingling from his touch. As she slowly raised her lids, she saw the deep sense of need in his eyes. Need that matched hers.
“Close your eyes,” he murmured.
“Why?”
“Just do it.”
Curious, she let her eyelids flutter shut. She heard a rustling sound, felt Brody move closer and lean forward, then gasped when his hand circled her ankle.
“Don’t move.” His voice was barely above a whisper.
She swallowed. Waiting. Sighing when he ran his big warm hand up her leg, bunching her dress between his fingers as he traveled north. His touch suffused her with heat, made her pulse race. He glided his fingers along her inner thigh, leaving a trail of fire in his wake. And then his palm was pressed against her lace panties.
“What are you doing?” she breathed out.
“De-stressing you.” His tongue was suddenly on her ear, flicking against the tender lobe before suckling it.
Silent laughter shook her as her eyes popped open. “What’s with you and your need to intimately touch me in public?”
He rubbed his palm against her mound, his breath hot against her ear as he whispered, “Want me to stop?”
“God, no.”
“Good.”
He moved his hand under her panties and pushed one long finger deep into her hot channel.
“You’re always so ready, so tight and wet,” he muttered.
Before she could tell him that he was the reason she was always ready, he covered her mouth with his. The kiss sucked the breath from her lungs, soft and warm and thrilling, his tongue matching the strokes of his finger. Long, deep, languid strokes. He slid another finger into her aching sex, kissing her, murmuring encouraging pleas against her lips, and then his thumb circled her clit and she exploded.
She cried out against his mouth, rocked against his fingers, her mind nothing but a big pile of mush while her body convulsed.
When she finally came back down to earth, she found Brody watching her with surprising tenderness. “You’re gorgeous, Hayden,” he murmured, withdrawing his fingers and fixing her dress.
Her heart squeezed. She opened her mouth to thank him—for the compliment, the orgasm, the shoulder to lean on—but he didn’t give her the chance. “Will you let me come home with you tonight? No big deal if you say no. I just, uh, thought I’d ask.”
He was so polite, so careful, when the heat in his eyes and his unsteady breathing told her he’d probably die from arousal if she said no. But it touched her that he’d asked instead of assumed.
“If we go to the penthouse,” she began slowly, “what exactly will we do?”
A sensual twinkle filled his eyes. His voice lowered to a husky pitch as he said, “Well, I noticed there’s a removable showerhead in the master bathroom.”
She burst out laughing. “Do you make it a habit of scoping out the shower when you use other people’s bathrooms?”
“Who doesn’t?”
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A FEW DAYS LATER Hayden was standing outside the lavish ten-bedroom home her father had bought for Sheila. It was only a few blocks from the Gallagher Club, in the heart of one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in Chicago.
Hayden had finally decided to talk to Sheila to learn more about her father’s drinking problem. Although a part of her still didn’t fully trust her stepmother, she knew this conversation was long overdue. If she had more information, maybe she could find a way to help her dad. And if his recent behavior was any indication, her father definitely needed some help.
Sheila answered the door wearing sweats, her expression clearly conveying her surprise at seeing her soon-to-be-ex-stepdaughter standing on the pillared doorstep.
“Hayden…what are you doing here?”
She fumbled awkwardly with the strap of her leather purse. “I think we should talk.”
With a nod, Sheila opened the door wider so Hayden could step inside. The enormous front parlor, with its sparkling crystal chandelier, was as intimidating as it had been the first time she’d seen it. The white walls were devoid of artwork, a sight that made her frown. She’d encouraged her father to pick up pieces at auctions she had recommended, but it looked as if he hadn’t bothered.
“So what’s on your mind?” Sheila asked after they’d entered the living room.
Hayden sat on one of the fluffy teal love seats, waited for Sheila to sink down on the matching sofa, then cleared her throat. “I want you to tell me about my father’s drinking.”
Her stepmother raked one delicate hand through her blond hair, then clasped her hands together in her lap. “What do you want to know, Hayden?”
“When did he start?”
“Last year, about the same time the pharmaceutical company he’d invested in went bankrupt. He lost a lot of money, tried to recoup it by making more investments, and lost that, too.”
Hayden fought back a wave of guilt, realizing that she’d had no idea any of this had been going on. Her father had always sounded so jovial on the phone, as if he had no cares in the world.
Was she a terrible daughter for not seeing through the lies?
“He didn’t want to worry you,” Sheila added as if reading her mind.
“So that’s when he started drinking?”
Her stepmother nodded. “At first it was just a drink or two in the evenings, but the worse the situation got, the more he drank. I tried talking to him about it. I told him the drinking was becoming a problem, but he refused to hear it. That’s when…” Sheila’s voice drifted.
“That’s when what?”
“He went to bed with another woman.”
A silence fell between them, but this time Hayden didn’t try to defend her father. That day at the law office, she’d believed Sheila to be a heartless lying bitch, accusing Pres of adultery, but after his blowup at the Gallagher Club, Hayden couldn’t deny her dad had a problem. And if that problem had driven him to cheat, she needed to accept it. No point sticking her head in the sand and pretending things were okay, when they obviously weren’t.
So she leaned back and allowed Sheila to continue.
“He told me what he’d done the next morning, blamed me for his infidelity, said my constant nagging forced him to do it.” Sheila made an exasperated sound. “And he kept denying he had a drinking problem. I might have been able to forgive him for the affair, but I couldn’t look away while he destroyed the life we’d built.”
“What happened?”
“I confronted him again, ordered him to get help for his alcohol problem.”
“I take it he didn’t agree.”
“Oh, no.” Sheila’s pretty features twisted in distress and anger. “He only got worse. A couple nights later, I came home from the gym and found him in the study, drunk out of his mind. That’s when he confessed about the games he’d fixed.”
A rush of protectiveness rose inside her. “It could have been the alcohol talking. Maybe he didn’t know what he was saying.”
“He knew.” Her stepmother offered a knowing look. “And what he said was confirmed to me by a player on the team.”
“The one you’re sleeping with?” Hayden couldn’t help cracking.
Two red circles splotched Sheila’s cheeks. “Don’t judge me, Hayden. I may have turned to another man, but only after your father betrayed me. Pres pushed me away long before I did what I did.”
Her mouth closed. Sheila was right. Who the hell was she to judge? What happened within a marriage wasn’t anybody’s business but the people who were married, and she couldn’t make assumptions or draw conclusions about a situation she hadn’t been a part of.
And if she were to draw conclusions, it startled her to realize she actually believed Sheila. She might not approve of Sheila’s contesting of the prenup or love for all things luxurious, but Hayden couldn’t bring herself to brush off what her stepmother had told her.
If her father had really bribed players, what would happen to him if—when?—the investigation revealed the truth? Would he get off with a fine, or would she be visiting him in prison this time next year? Fear trickled through her, settling in her stomach and making her nauseous.
With a sympathetic look and a soft sigh, Sheila said, “Things aren’t always as they seem. People aren’t always as they seem.” She averted her eyes, but not before Hayden saw the tears coating her lashes. “Do you want to know why I married your father, Hayden?”
For his money?
She quickly swallowed back the nasty remark, but Sheila must have seen it in her eyes because she said, “The money was part of it. I know, you probably won’t understand, but I didn’t have a lot of financial security growing up. My parents were dirt-poor. My father ran off with what little money we did have, and I was working by the time I was thirteen.” She shrugged. “Maybe I was selfish for wanting a man who could take care of me, for wanting some security.”
Sheila paused, shaking her head as if reprimanding herself. “But the money wasn’t the only reason. If it was, I would have married one of the many rich jerks who showed up at the bar I waitressed at, pinching my ass and trying to get me into bed. But I didn’t marry one of those guys. I married your dad.”
“Why?” Hayden asked quietly, strangely fascinated by her stepmother’s story.
“Because he was one of the good guys. I wasted so much time on the bad boys, the guys who light your body on fire but end up burning you out in the end. I was sick of it, so I decided to find myself a Mr. Nice—a decent, stable man who might not be the most exciting man in the world but who’d always be there for me, always put me first, financially and emotionally.”
A wave of discomfort crested in Hayden’s stomach, slowly rising inside her until it lodged in her throat like a wad of old chewing gum. She’d never thought she’d have anything in common with this woman, but everything Sheila had just said mirrored the thoughts Hayden had been having for years now. Wasn’t that why she’d chosen Doug—because he was nice, decent and stable? Because he’d always put her first?
“But nice men aren’t necessarily the right men,” Sheila finished softly. “Nice men make mistakes, too. They can take you for granted and they can play with your emotions, just like those bad boys I wanted so badly to get away from.”
She swiped at the tears staining her cheeks and lifted her chin. “Your father hurt me, Hayden. If he’d truly loved me, he would’ve seen that I was only trying to help him, that I wanted to be there for him the way I thought he’d be there for me. But he wasn’t there for me. I feel awful about not being able to get him help for the drinking, I really do, but I couldn’t take the way he was treating me. He went to another woman, he lied about his criminal actions, and now he’s making me out to be a selfish gold digger.”
With a bitter smile, Sheila leaned forward and stared at her with sad blue eyes. “How’s that for Mr. Nice?”
 
HAYDEN LEFT with no real idea how to help her dad with his drinking problem, even more concerned about his possible criminal activities. She was just as confused and upset as she’d been when she’d rung the doorbell. Her cell phone rang the second she got into her car, and just when she thought this day from hell couldn’t get any worse, it did. The number flashing on the phone’s screen belonged to Doug.
Oh, God, she couldn’t deal with this right now. But she couldn’t keep avoiding her issues any longer, either. Today she’d finally opened her eyes to the downward spiral of her father’s life, started to accept that her father might have become an alcoholic, adulterer and criminal.
Maybe it was time to face the other man in her life. She’d called Doug back last week, but she’d phoned in the afternoon knowing he would be in a seminar for one of the summer courses he was teaching. Maybe it made her a chicken but she hadn’t been ready to talk to him yet, opting instead to leave a brief message on his machine.
She hadn’t mentioned Brody in the message, either, mostly because the thought of telling Doug about Brody—on his answering machine no less—had made her palms grow damp. It would’ve been one thing if the situation with Brody hadn’t gone beyond that first night, but it had. It’d been over a week since she’d approached him in the bar, and somehow, during that time, her casual fling had…changed.
She couldn’t pinpoint when the change had occurred. All she knew was that since they’d gone skating after the Gallagher Club party, she and Brody had been having fun not only in the bedroom, but out of it. They’d gone back to the Lakeshore Lounge for dinner, gone skating at Millennium Park. Brody had even taken her to the Art Institute of Chicago, where he’d spent the entire day following her from painting to painting and listening to her rave about each one.
What wasn’t fun, however, was having him fly to another city every other day. He’d had three away games this past week and each time he’d left to catch his flight she’d had to bite her tongue. Had to remind herself that no matter how much she was enjoying being with Brody, this was still a fling. And flings always came to an end at some point.
Her phone continued to chime, the ring tone speeding up to signal that voice mail would kick in soon.
Hayden took a deep breath.
She had to pick up. Doug had already left her three messages since she’d called him back, his voice growing more and more concerned with each call. He probably thought she was lying dead in a ditch somewhere, and she was disgusted with herself for her inability to deal with this Doug dilemma.
No more stalling. She’d already endured one unwanted confrontation today. Might as well make it two for two.
She hit the talk button on her cell phone.
“Thank God,” Doug said when she answered. “I was beginning to think something terrible had happened to you.”
His obvious relief caused guilt to buzz around in her belly like a swarm of angry wasps. She felt like total slime for making him worry like this.
“Don’t worry, I’m fine,” she replied, her fingers trembling against the phone. “Didn’t you get my message?”
“I got it, but I’ve called you a few times since, Hayden.”
“I know. I’m sorry I didn’t return your calls. Things have been hectic.”
“I can imagine.” He paused. “Some of the papers here are running stories about your father, honey.”
“Yeah, it’s happening here, too. I’m starting to get worried,” she admitted.
Confiding in him came as naturally as brushing her teeth in the morning. She’d always been able to talk to Doug about everything. Whether it was problems at the university or something as minor as a bad haircut, he was always there to listen. It was one of the things she liked about him.
Liked.
The word hung in her mind, making her tap one hand against the steering wheel. She liked everything about this man. His patience, his tenderness, his generosity. And she was certain that once he finally decided the time was right for them to get physical, she’d like that, too. And that was the problem. She wasn’t sure she could spend the rest of her life with a man she simply liked. Sure, sometimes love took time to develop, feelings could grow, friends could realize they were soul mates…at least that’s what she’d always believed.
After meeting Brody, she was starting to reconsider.
She didn’t just like sleeping with Brody. The sex was wild, passionate, all-consuming. When Brody kissed her, when he wrapped those big muscular arms around her, the ground beneath her feet fell away, her body sizzled like asphalt in a heat wave, and her heart soared higher than a fighter jet.
When Doug kissed her…none of those things happened. His kisses were sweet and tender, and she really did like them—damn, there was that word again.
“Honey, are you there?”
She forced her mind back to the moment, to this conversation she’d been putting off for too long. “Sorry, I just spaced out for a second. What were you saying?”
“I want to come visit you.”
She nearly dropped the phone. “What? Why?”
There was an annoyed pause. “Because I miss you.” Another beat, this time strained. “I was hoping maybe you missed me, too.”
“I…” She couldn’t bring herself to lie, but she couldn’t quite tell the truth, either.
Fortunately, Doug continued speaking. “I keep thinking about what you said before you left, Hayden. I know you asked for space, but…” A heavy breath resonated from the other end of the line. “I think space will only lead to distance, and the last thing I want is distance between us. Maybe if I come out there, maybe if we sat down together and talked this through, we could figure out why you’re feeling the way you are.”
“Doug…” She searched for the right thing to say. Was there even a right thing? “This is something I need to figure out on my own.”
“I’m part of this relationship, too,” he pointed out.
“I know, but…”
Tell him about Brody.
Damn it. Why did her conscience have to chime in right now? She already felt terrible enough, sleeping with a man a few short weeks after telling her boyfriend she needed space. Could she really confess her sins, now, when Doug was so eager to patch things up between them?
You don’t have a choice.
As much as she wanted to fight her conscience, she knew that little voice was right. She couldn’t hide something this important from him. He needed to know. No, he deserved to know.
“I’ve been seeing someone,” she blurted out.
Dead silence.
“Doug?”
A muffled cough sounded from the other end. “Pardon me?”
“I’m seeing someone. Here, in Chicago.” She swallowed. “It’s only been a couple of weeks, and it’s nothing serious, but I think you should know.”
“Who is he?”
“He’s…It doesn’t matter who he is. And I want you to know that I didn’t plan on this. When I asked for space, the last thing I wanted was to jump into another relationship—”
“Relationship?” He sounded distressed. “I thought you said it wasn’t serious!”
“I did. I mean, it’s not.” She tried to control her voice, feeling so unbelievably guilty it was hard to get out the next words. “It just sort of…happened.”
When he didn’t say anything, she hurried on. The pretzel of guilt in her chest tightened into a vise around her heart. “Are you still there?”
“I’m here.” He spoke slowly, curtly. “Thank you for telling me.”
Her throat tightened. “Doug…” She trailed off, not sure what to say. Not sure there was anything else to say.
“I have to go, Hayden,” he said after a long pause. “I can’t talk to you right now. I need time to digest all this.”
“I understand.” She gulped, bringing much-needed moisture to her arid mouth. “Call me when you’re ready to…”
To what? Forgive her? Yell at her?
“To talk,” she finished awkwardly.
He hung up without saying goodbye, and she sat there for a moment, listening to the silence before her cell phone finally disconnected the call. She shoved the phone back into her purse and leaned against the plush driver’s seat, raking both hands through her hair.
Between Sheila and Doug, she felt as if she’d spent the afternoon waving a red flag in front of a bull determined to gore her to pieces.
At least nobody could call her a coward.
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THE ATMOSPHERE in the locker room was subdued, the usual pregame chatter absent as the players changed into their gear and spoke in hushed voices to one another. Brody would’ve liked to blame the serious mood on nerves; the series was 3–2, and if they won tonight’s game they’d move on to the second round of play-offs. But he knew it wasn’t the pressure that was weighing everyone down.
Fifteen minutes earlier, a league executive had informed the team that an investigation into the bribery claims was officially under way. Players would be interviewed privately throughout the week, and if the allegations bore any weight, proper disciplinary actions would be taken.
And possible criminal charges executed.
Lacing up his skates, Brody glanced discreetly over at Craig Wyatt, who was adjusting his shin pads. Wyatt hadn’t spoken one word since the announcement, his sharp features furrowed with silent concern, his big body moving clumsily as he dressed. He was definitely worried about something.
Damn, winning this game tonight was going to be seriously tough. The morale was lower than the murky depths of the ocean, the players behaving as if individual axs were hovering over their heads.
Which one of them had taken a bribe? And was it only one? For all he knew, half the guys could be involved. The notion caused his blood to boil. You had to be a real son of a bitch to deliberately throw a game. The media had claimed only one or two games had been fixed, and early in the season, but it didn’t matter to Brody when or how many. All it took was one game. One game could be the difference between making the play-offs and ending the season in defeat. It was a good thing they’d played well enough to make up for those early losses.
“Let’s give them hell tonight,” Wyatt said quietly as everyone began shuffling out of the locker room.
Give them hell? That was the big pep talk for the night?
From the wary looks on the other men’s faces, Wyatt’s words of encouragement were about as effective as dry glue.
“Craig, wait a second,” Brody said, intercepting the team captain before he could exit the room.
“We’ve got a game to play, Croft.”
“It can wait. I just need a minute.”
The captain tucked his helmet under his arm. “Fine.”
What now? Did he come out and ask Wyatt about the bribery bullshit? Bring up the affair with Sheila Houston?
Brody realized that maybe he should’ve come up with a game plan before he initiated this conversation.
“Well?” Wyatt said, looking annoyed.
He decided to take a page out of his mom’s policy book: honesty. “I saw you with Sheila at the arena last week.”
Wyatt’s face went ashen. Then he swallowed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Don’t bother with denial. I saw you.” The collar of Brody’s jersey suddenly felt hot and the padding underneath his uniform became tight. Sucking in a breath, he added, “How long have you been having an affair with Presley’s wife?”
The air in the locker room grew tense, stifling. Wyatt’s face was still white, but his eyes flashed with anger and indignation. Shoving his helmet onto his head, he shot Brody a frown. “This is none of your business.”
“It is if you’re the player who came forward and confirmed Sheila’s accusations.”
A long silence fell, dragging on too long for Brody’s comfort. Wyatt’s face was completely devoid of emotion, but it didn’t stay that way for long. After several more beats, a look of weary resignation clouded Wyatt’s eyes.
“Fine. You win. It was me.” The captain’s large hands trembled as he fumbled to snap his helmet into place. “I went to the league, Brody. I’m the reason this damn investigation is starting up.”
Brody swallowed. His gut was suddenly burning, but he couldn’t figure out if he felt angry, betrayed or relieved. He studied Wyatt’s face and quietly asked, “How did you know Sheila was telling the truth?”
“I had my suspicions at the beginning of the season, when we lost a couple of games we had no business losing. And Sheila confirmed it.”
Wyatt exhaled slowly, his breath coming out shaky. “I can’t play on the same team as a few assholes that would sabotage us for money. I can’t play for an owner who is willing to cheat.”
Brody couldn’t help but believe him. Wyatt seemed legitimately torn up about all this.
“You know who took the bribes then?” Brody asked.
Wyatt quickly averted his eyes. “Just drop it, Brody. Let the league conduct its investigation. You don’t want to get involved in this.”
“Wyatt…”
“I’m serious. It’ll all get cleared up eventually. Just…drop it,” he said again. Wyatt stepped toward the door. “Now get your ass out there. We’ve got a game to win.”
Brody watched the other man stalk off. A part of him wanted to run after Wyatt and shake some names out of the guy, but another part was telling him to let it go. Trying to force Wyatt to confide in him wouldn’t achieve anything. Craig would just get angrier, more volatile, and the last thing Brody wanted to do was piss him off. Wyatt was a gifted athlete, one of the best in the league, and with play-offs happening, Brody wanted the Warriors captain focused on the game, not personal junk.
And he needed to focus on the game, too. Lately he’d spent too much time worrying, doubting his fellow players, wondering if his career would be blown to hell by the scandal. He had the truth on his side, the knowledge that he’d played clean and hard all season, but that didn’t mean squat. Guilty by association, or whatever the hell they called it.
He would be a free agent in a few months, but another franchise might be loath to pick him up knowing he’d been investigated for bribery. All he could hope was that the investigation was quick, painless, and that his name wouldn’t be dragged through the mud for something he hadn’t done.
Cursing softly, he left the locker room and headed down the hallway leading out to the Warriors bench. As he entered the arena, the deafening cheers of the crowd assaulted his eardrums. The Lincoln Center was filled to capacity tonight, the bleachers a sea of silver and blue. Seeing the fans supporting the team by donning their jersey warmed Brody’s heart, but it also renewed his anger.
All these fans who’d come out here tonight—the people yelling words of encouragement, the kids clapping their hands wildly—deserved a team they could be proud of.
Unfortunately, there was very little to feel proud about, especially when ten minutes into the first period the Warriors were already down by two goals.
And it was one of those games that went from bad to worse. The Vipers cleaned the ice with the Warriors. By the second period, Brody was drenched in sweat, gasping for air and wanting to bodycheck everyone from the ref to his coach. It didn’t even seem to matter how fast they skated, how many times they rushed the net, how many bullets they slapped at the Vipers’ goalie. The opposing team was faster, sharper, better. They had the advantage of good morale on their side.
When the third period rolled around, Brody could tell most of his teammates had given up.
“This game blows,” Becker sighed once they’d sunk down onto the bench after a line change.
Brody squirted a stream of water into his mouth then tossed the bottle aside. “Tell me about it,” he muttered.
“So did you take the advice I gave you?” Becker asked, his eyes still on the game in front of them.
“Advice?”
“About staying away from Presley’s daughter,” Becker reminded him.
Stay away from Hayden? Brody almost laughed out loud. He was tempted to tell his friend that at the moment he was doing everything in his power to stay close to her. And he was succeeding. For the most part, anyway.
No matter how often Hayden called their relationship a fling, Brody couldn’t view anything between them as casual. For the first time in his life, he was with a woman he actually liked hanging out with. Sure, he liked the sex, too—fine, he loved the sex—but there had been moments during the past week when he was shocked to realize there were other things he enjoyed just as much. Such as watching art documentaries with her. Holding her while she slept. Teaching her to ice-skate even though she wasn’t much of a student.
She was funny and smart and her eyes lit up when she talked about something she loved. And it troubled him how that light left her eyes whenever an away game came up. He’d had to leave town three times this week, and although Hayden never said a single word about it, he could tell it bothered her. But he had no idea how to make it better, short of retiring from hockey—and he wasn’t about to do that.
Yet he had to do something. Hayden seemed determined to keep him at a distance, at least when it came to admitting they were in a relationship, and he desperately wanted to bridge that gap, make her realize just how important she was becoming to him.
“Are you even listening to me?” Becker’s loud sigh drew him out of his thoughts.
Brody lifted his head. “Huh? Oh, right, Pres’s daughter. About that…As much as I value your advice, I…I can’t stay away from her, man.” He shrugged sheepishly. “I’m seeing her tonight, in fact.”
Becker frowned, but before he could respond, the ref’s whistle pierced the air and both men looked over to see who’d taken a penalty. Wyatt. Big surprise there.
There was no more time for chatting as Stan tossed them both back onto the ice for the penalty kill, and although Becker scored a ridiculously incredible shorthanded goal, it wasn’t enough. The buzzer went off indicating the end of the third period and the game. The final score was a pathetic 5–1, Vipers.
 
IT DIDN’T TAKE a genius to figure out the Warriors had lost the game. Hayden could see it on every face that left the Lincoln Center. Her father was probably dreadfully disappointed.
She was tempted to go up to the owner’s box and offer some sort of condolences, but she was in no mood to see her dad right now. If she were, she’d be inside the arena instead of loitering in the parking lot and waiting for Brody.
She leaned against the back of his SUV and scanned the rear entrance of the building, willing him to come out. God, this day had been hell. Listening to Sheila’s awful tale of Presley’s drinking, hearing Doug’s heart break on the other end of the telephone line. She didn’t want to think about any of it anymore. That’s why she’d left the penthouse and driven over here. The need to see Brody and lose herself in his arms was so strong she’d been willing to wait for over an hour.
When he finally emerged from the building she almost sobbed with relief. And when his midnight-blue eyes lit up at the sight of her, she wanted to sob with joy. Maybe their lives didn’t mesh, maybe their careers were colossally different and their goals weren’t aligned, but she couldn’t remember the last time a man had looked so happy to see her.
“Hey, this is a surprise,” he said, approaching her.
“Hi.” She paused. “I’m sorry about the game. Does this mean the team is out of the play-offs?”
“No, the series is tied. We’ve got another chance to win it tomorrow.”
“That’s good.”
For some reason, she couldn’t tear her eyes from him. He looked good tonight. His hair was damp, his perfect lips slightly chapped. He’d confessed to licking them too much during games and the first time she’d seen him rubbing on lip balm she’d almost had a laughter-induced coronary. But she liked moments like that, seeing Brody out of his manly man element.
Tonight, though, he was all man. Clad in a loose wool suit that couldn’t hide the defined muscles underneath it. The navy-blue color made his eyes seem even brighter, more vivid. Brody had told her that with play-offs around the corner, the league expected the players to look professional on and off the ice and, she had to admit, she liked seeing him in a suit as much as she enjoyed his faded jeans and ab-hugging T-shirts.
Unable to stop herself, she stood on her tiptoes and planted a kiss square on his mouth.
“What happened to not being seen together in public?”
She faltered, realizing this was the first time they’d ever engaged in a public display of affection and startled that she’d been the one to initiate it. “I…had a bad day” was all she could come up with.
Brody grinned. “That’s all it takes for us to come out of the closet, you having a bad day? Damn, I should’ve pissed you off a long time ago.” His expression sobered. “What happened?”
“I’ll tell you all about it later. Let’s get out of here first.”
“Meet you at the hotel?”
She was about to nod when something stopped her. “No. How about we go to your place tonight?”
He seemed baffled, and she honestly couldn’t say she blamed him. Since she’d agreed to explore this…thing…between them, they’d been doing things her way. Brody had asked her over to his house a dozen times but she’d always convinced him to stay at the penthouse instead. She’d felt that being on her own turf, sticking to familiar surroundings, would stop things from getting more serious than she wanted.
Yet suddenly she found herself longing to see Brody’s house, to be with him on his turf.
“All right.” He unlocked the door of his SUV. “You want to follow me in your car?”
“Why don’t we just take yours? We can come back for my rental tomorrow.”
His eyebrows soared north again, while his jaw dipped south. “You’re just full of surprises tonight, aren’t you? You do realize your father will see your car in the lot and know you didn’t go home?”
“I don’t live my life to please my dad.” She sounded more bitter than she’d intended, so she softened her tone. “Let’s not talk about him. All I want to think about tonight is you and me.”
He gently tucked an unruly strand of hair behind her ear. “I like the sound of that.”
The drive to Brody’s Hyde Park home was a short one. When they pulled up in front of his place, Hayden was pleasantly surprised to see a large Victorian with a wraparound porch and a second-floor balcony. Flowers were beginning to bloom in the beds flanking the front steps, giving the house a cheerful, inviting air.
“Weren’t expecting this, were you?” he said as he shut off the engine.
“Not really.” She smiled. “Don’t tell me you actually planted all those flowers yourself?”
“Heck no. I didn’t choose the house, either. My mom flew out here when I was drafted by the Warriors, and she found the house. She did all the gardening, too, and she visits once a year to make sure I haven’t destroyed her handiwork.”
They got out of the car and drifted up the cobbled path toward the front door. Inside, Hayden’s surprise only grew. Decorated in warm shades of red and brown, the interior boasted a roomy living room complete with a stone fireplace, a wide maple staircase leading upstairs and an enormous modern kitchen with two glass doors opening onto the backyard.
“Want something to drink?” he offered, crossing the tiled floor toward the fridge. “I don’t have that herbal tea you like, but I can brew you a cup of Earl Grey.”
“How about something stronger?”
He gave a faint smile. “You really did have a bad day, didn’t you?”
He moved to the wine rack on the counter and chose a bottle of red wine. Grabbing two glasses from the cupboard over the sink, he glanced over his shoulder. “Are you going to tell me about it or do I have to tickle it out of you?”
“Hmm.” She chewed on her bottom lip. “I’m kind of leaning toward the tickle.” Her expression sobered when he shot her an evil look. “Fine, fine…I’ll tell you.”
Brody poured the wine, handed her a glass and then led her to the patio doors. The backyard was spacious, adorned with more flowers that Brody’s mom must have planted. The fence surrounding the area was so high she couldn’t see the neighboring yards, not even from the raised deck on the patio. At the very far corner of the lawn stood an idyllic-looking gazebo surrounded by thick foliage.
They stepped onto the deck, where a surprisingly warm breeze met them. It was a gorgeous night, the warmest she’d experienced since coming home, and she breathed in the fresh air and tilted her head to admire the cloudless sky before finally releasing a long breath.
“I paid a visit to my stepmother today,” she said.
She filled him in on the details, leaving her conversation with Doug for the end. Brody’s jaw tensed at the mention of Doug’s name, but as he’d promised her that night they’d skated at the arena, he didn’t freak out about it. When she’d finished, he set his wineglass on the wide rail ringing the deck and gently caressed her shoulders.
“You didn’t have to tell him about us,” he said.
The remark surprised her. “Of course I did. I told you about him. Doesn’t he deserve the same courtesy?” She lifted her glass to her lips.
“You’re right.” He paused. “So it’s over between you and Doug?”
“Yes,” she admitted. “He hung up on me, which is very uncharacteristic of him. I don’t think he’s happy with me at the moment.”
When Brody didn’t answer, she put down her wine and reached up to cup his strong chin with her hands. “You’re not happy with me, either, are you?”
He looked her in the eye and said, “I am happy, babe.”
“You are?”
“I love being with you, Hayden.” He blew out a ragged breath. “And I’m glad it’s over with Doug. It was frustrating sometimes, knowing there was another man in your life. And not just any man, but a man who works in your field, who shares your passion for art and is probably much better at those intellectual conversations you’re always trying to have with me. I feel like a dumb oaf in comparison.”
A pained look flashed across his handsome face, and it took her a moment to realize it wasn’t really pain she saw in his eyes, but vulnerability. The idea that Brody Croft, the most masculine man she’d ever met, could be vulnerable stole the breath from her lungs. God, did he actually feel inadequate? Had she made him feel that way?
Her heart squeezed at the thought and she found herself reaching for him. She twined her arms around his strong, corded neck and brushed her lips over his. “You’re not a dumb oaf,” she murmured, running her fingers over the damp hair curling at the nape of his neck.
“Then you won’t mind if I make an intelligent, rational point about how difficult you’re being.”
She raised her chin. “And what on earth am I being difficult about?”
Brody let out a breath. “Come on, Hayden, you think I don’t see that look in your eyes whenever I have a plane to catch? Every time I left town this week you withdrew from me. I felt it.”
Discomfort coiled inside her belly, causing her to drop her arms from his neck. Why was he bringing this up?
“See, you’re doing it again,” he pointed out, smiling faintly.
“I just…” She inhaled slowly. “I don’t see why it’s an issue.”
“If it keeps you from entering into a relationship with me, then it is an issue.”
A tiny spark of panic lit up inside her. “We agreed to keep things casual.”
“You agreed to keep an open mind.”
“Trust me, my mind is very open.”
“Your heart isn’t.” His tone was so gentle she felt like crying.
She drifted over to the railing, curling her fingers over the cool steel. Brody moved so they were standing side by side, but she couldn’t look at him. She knew exactly where this conversation was going, and she had no idea how to proceed.
“I think we have something really good here,” he said quietly, resting his hand on hers and slowly stroking her knuckles. “You’ve got to admit we’re good together, Hayden. Sexually, sure, but in other areas, as well. We never run out of things to talk about, we enjoy each other’s company, we make each other laugh.”
She finally turned her head and met his eyes. “I know we’re good together, okay?”
It was incredibly hard admitting it, but it was the truth. Brody made her body sing, he made her heart soar, and she couldn’t imagine any other man doing that. But she also couldn’t imagine them ever having a stable life together.
“But I want someone I can build a home with.” Tears pricked her eyelids. “I want to have kids, and a white picket fence, a dog. I did the whole hockey-lifestyle as a kid. I don’t want to be sitting on airplanes for half the year, and when I have children, I don’t want to be home alone with them while their father is gone.”
He was silent for a moment. “I won’t play hockey forever,” he said finally.
“Do you plan on retiring soon?”
After a beat of hesitation, he said, “No.”
Disappointment thundered inside her, but really, what was she expecting? That he’d throw his arms around her and say, Yes, Hayden, I’ll retire! Tomorrow! Now! Let’s build a life together!
It wasn’t fair to ask him to give up a career he obviously loved, but she also wasn’t willing to give up her own goals and dreams. She knew what she wanted from a relationship, and no matter how much she loved being with Brody, he couldn’t give that to her.
“I wish you’d reconsider,” he murmured. He shifted her around and moved closer so that his body was flush against hers. “Damn, we fit so well together.”
She rubbed her pelvis against his. They did fit. Even though he was a head taller, their bodies seemed to mesh in the most basic way, and when he was inside her…God, when he was inside her she’d never felt more complete.
A soft moan escaped her lips at the delicious image of Brody’s hardness filling her, and suddenly the tension of the day drained from her body and dissolved into a pool of warmth between her legs. Suddenly everything they’d just been talking about didn’t seem to matter. Brody’s job, her need for stability—it all faded away the moment he pressed his body to hers.
“Let’s not talk anymore,” she whispered. “Please, Brody, no more talking.”
Her arousal must have been written all over her face because he ran his hands down her back and squeezed her buttocks. “You’ve got a one-track mind,” he grumbled.
“Says the man who’s fondling my ass,” she murmured, relieved that the tension had eased. The heavy weight of the painful revelations they’d just shared floated away like a feather.
Brody bent his head and covered her mouth with his. The kiss took her breath away, made her sag into his rock-hard chest as his greedy tongue explored the crevices of her mouth. Keeping one hand on her ass, he moved the other one to the front of her slacks, deftly popped open the button and tugged at the thin material.
Pulling back, he pushed her slacks off her body, waited for her to step out of them, then tossed them aside. Goose bumps rose on her thighs the second the night air hit her skin. She wore a pair of black bikini panties that Brody quickly disposed of.
“Your neighbors can see us,” she protested when he reached for her blouse.
“Not where we’re going.” He quickly removed her shirt and bra, then lifted her into his arms and headed for the steps of the deck.
She wriggled in his embrace, self-conscious about her naked body being carried around in his backyard, but he kept a tight grip on her. Quickening his strides, he moved across the grass toward the gazebo, ascended the small set of stairs leading into it and set her on her feet.
Her heels made a clicking noise as they connected with the cedar floor of the little structure. She looked around the gazebo, admiring the intricate woodwork and plush white love seat tucked in the corner. When she turned back to Brody, he was as naked as she was.
She laughed. “Let me guess, sex in the gazebo is one of your fantasies?”
“Oh, yeah. I’ve wanted to do this since the moment this damn thing was built.”
“What, none of your hockey groupies ever wanted to do it in the wilderness of your backyard?” she teased.
“I’ve never brought a woman home before.”
She forced her jaw to stay closed. He’d never brought a woman home before? The implications of that statement troubled her, but she didn’t feel like dwelling on them now. As she’d said, no more talking.
At the moment, all she wanted to do was fulfill this gorgeous man’s fantasy.


11

HE’D STARTLED HER with his admission. He’d seen it in Hayden’s eyes the moment he’d confessed to never having brought a woman home, but fortunately that flicker of wariness had faded. Her eyes now glimmered with passion, and he loved that she wasn’t complaining about the way he’d stripped her naked and carried her out to the gazebo.
Lord, she turned him on in the fiercest way. He’d sensed the untamed passion in her the moment they’d met, experienced it that first night when he’d made love to her on the hallway floor, reveled in it the night she’d tied him up to her bed and devoured his body. She was full of surprises, and he couldn’t get enough of her. He loved her sass and her intelligence and her dry humor, the way she challenged him and aroused him and made him feel like more than just a hockey player.
“So what does the fantasy involve?” she asked, resting her hands on her bare hips.
He swept his gaze over her curvy body, trying to put his needs into words. He had no idea how the fantasy played out, only that his hands tingled with the urge to fondle her full, perky breasts and slip between her shapely legs.
The night breeze grew stronger, snaking into the gazebo and making his cock swell and thicken as the warm air caressed it. The wind also succeeded in hardening Hayden’s small, pink nipples, which were now standing up as if demanding his attention.
But instead of reaching out to touch her, he cleared his throat and said, “Lie down on the love seat.”
There was no objection. Her heels clacked against the floor as she walked over to the small couch and draped herself over the cushions. When she reached for the clasp on her right shoe he held up his hand. “Leave them on,” he ordered.
“Why do men always get turned-on by a naked woman in high heels?”
“Because it’s damn hot,” he replied with a roll of his eyes.
“So are you just going to stand there and watch me, or do you plan to join me?”
“Eventually.”
They were the same words they’d spoken to each other the night she’d admitted her taste for bondage, only this time he was the one in charge. He leaned against the railing of the gazebo and crossed his arms over his chest. “You’ve gotta give me some incentive, babe.”
“Hmm. Like this kind of incentive?” She slid her hands to her breasts.
His breath hitched when she squeezed the lush mounds with her palms, the motion making her tits look bigger, fuller. With an impish smile, she stroked the underside of each breast, circling her nipples with her fingers and then dragging her thumbs over each hard bud.
He almost fell over backward at the sight of Hayden fondling her own breasts. His mouth was so dry he could barely swallow. He allowed her to play for a bit, then narrowed his eyes and muttered, “Spread your legs.”
She did, and his breath caught in his throat again. From where he stood he could see every tantalizing inch of her glistening sex. He wanted to lick those smooth pink folds, shove his tongue inside that sweet paradise and make Hayden scream with pleasure, but he held back. His erection throbbed as he curled his fingers over his shaft.
Making slow, lazy strokes to his cock, he gave her a heavy-lidded look and said, “Touch yourself.”
“Sure you don’t want to do that for me?” Her voice came out throaty, so full of unbridled lust he almost came on the spot.
“Humor me,” he squeezed out.
“It’s your fantasy.” She shrugged, grinned, and promptly lowered her hand between her legs.
Oh, man, this woman was incredible. His eyes nearly popped out of his head as she dragged her index finger down her slick folds and rubbed her swollen sex.
“That’s it,” he said hoarsely. “Get yourself nice and hot, Hayden.”
She replied with a soft whimper. Her cheeks grew flushed the more she kept stroking herself. The hazy look in her eyes told him she was close, but her fingers continued to avoid the one place he knew would drive her over the edge.
She lifted her hand. “Brody,” she murmured anxiously.
He chuckled. “Uh-uh. You won’t be getting any help from me.”
Agitation flickered in her eyes but still he remained on the other side of the gazebo. After a moment she gave a strangled groan and her hand returned between her thighs.
And then she came.
His hand froze over his erection. He was one dangerous stroke from a release he wasn’t ready for, but for the life of him he couldn’t tear his eyes from the gorgeous woman climaxing in front of him. Arching her back, Hayden cried out, moan after moan filling the warm night. Any neighbor by an open window could’ve heard her, but she didn’t seem to care, and neither did Brody. He was a professional hockey player; his neighbors probably expected female moans of ecstasy to drift out of his house.
He leaned back against the rail and relished every moment, from the contented sighs that slipped out of her throat to the way she’d spread her legs even wider, her heels still strapped to her feet.
When she finally grew still, he crooked his finger at her. Despite the sluggishly sated look in her eyes, she stumbled from the love seat and made her way over to him.
“Has anyone ever told you you’re the sexiest woman on the planet?” he murmured before dropping a kiss on her lips.
She responded with a lethargic smile. The remnants of orgasm he saw flashing across her delicate face only made him harder. Suddenly impatient, he bent down and grabbed a condom from the pocket of his jeans, then smoothed it over his throbbing shaft. Without giving her time to recover, he gripped her hips with both hands, maneuvered her around so her ass was pressed against his hard-on and drove his unbelievably stiff cock inside her damp sex.
She moaned, leaning forward and clutching at the railing with her hands. The move caused her bottom to raise, allowing him even better access. He withdrew slowly, rotated his hips the way he knew she liked, then plunged right back in to the hilt.
“This is going to be fast,” he warned, his voice sounding gruff and apologetic to his ears. He wanted to make it last for her, but the way his cock kept pulsating, he knew it wouldn’t be long before he toppled over that cliff into oblivion.
“I love everything you do to me. Fast, slow, hard, I don’t care. Just make love to me.”
The whispered reply brought a smile to his lips, but it was the phrase make love that caused his chest to tighten. It was the first time she’d referred to what they were doing as making love, and hearing the words brought a rush of pleasure so great his knees almost buckled.
He suddenly felt the primal need to claim this woman. Quickening his pace, he thrust into her, again and again, until his orgasm slithered down his spine, clutched at his balls, and the world in front of him fragmented in shards of light. He shuddered, palming a sweet breast with one hand while stroking the small of Hayden’s back with the other, wanting to hold on to her for as long as possible.
He wrapped his arms around her from behind and nuzzled her neck, inhaling the scent of her vanilla and lavender body lotion. She gave a breathy sigh and murmured, “Your fantasies are almost as good as mine.”
“Almost as good?” He laughed. “Wait until I tie you up. Then we’ll see who has the hottest fantasy.”
She disentangled herself from his embrace and turned to kiss him. Then she drifted to the entrance of the gazebo. “Think any of your neighbors will see me streaking through the yard?”
“Now you’re self-conscious?”
She offered a rueful look. “I guess you’re right. The whole neighborhood probably heard me, huh?”
“You are kinda loud…”
He bent down and grabbed his wool trousers, pulling them up his hips. Finding his shirt and jacket, he tucked them under his arm, walked over to Hayden and extended his arm. “Shall I walk the unclothed lady to the house?”
“You could at least let me wear your shirt.”
“Nope. I want to experience the splendor of your body during this evening stroll.”
“Screw strolling. I’m running.”
Before he could blink she bounded down the gazebo’s steps and tore across the yard, her firm ass pale in the moonlight. Laughing, he took off after her, hoping to keep her naked just a little bit longer, but she was already slipping her sweater over her head when he reached the deck.
“Spoilsport,” he grumbled.
She put on her panties and slacks, then gestured to the back door. “You still have to give me a tour of the upstairs,” she reminded him.
“Any room in particular you’d like to see?”
“Definitely one that features a bed. Or a removable showerhead.”
With a grin, he grabbed their wineglasses from the railing and followed her inside. “Do you want more wine?” he asked.
“No, thanks.”
She suddenly went quiet as he placed the glasses in the sink, and when he turned to look at her he saw her expression had grown somber.
“You okay?” he asked.
“I’m fine.” She let out a breath. “I was thinking about my dad.”
Brody made a face. “We just had mind-blowing sex and you’re thinking about your dad?”
“It’s just…the wine.” She gestured to the bottle still sitting on the cedar counter. “It made me think about what Sheila told me today. You know, about my dad’s drinking…” Her voice trailed, the distress in her eyes unmistakable.
“Are you going to talk to him about it?”
“Yes. No.” She exhaled again. “I don’t want to confront him right now, not when he’s smack in the middle of this scandal.”
“We’re all in the middle of it now. We were told today that the investigation is under way. All the players are being interviewed this week.”
Her green eyes glimmered with distress. “What kind of questions will you be asked?”
Brody shrugged. “They’ll probably ask us what we know about the allegations, try to coax confessions out of us, quiz us about whether we know if another player was involved.”
“Are they going to ask about my dad?”
He nodded.
Resting her hands against the counter, she went silent for a moment, her pretty features shadowed by worry. He could tell she was upset by all of this, especially with everything she was learning about her father, and though he had no intention of making her feel worse, he unwittingly did so with his next statement.
“It was pretty much confirmed to me today that your dad fixed those games.”
Her gaze rose to meet his, her mouth forming a startled O. “You’re saying you know for sure that he did it?”
Damn. Maybe he shouldn’t have spit it out the way he had, but the confrontation with Wyatt had been troubling him all night and he’d been hoping to talk it through with Hayden before the league’s investigator interviewed him. He knew he’d have to tell the truth if asked, but he’d wanted her advice, wanted her to tell him how to handle the time bomb in his hands without looking like he was betraying his teammates or the team owner.
But he hadn’t realized confiding in Hayden meant confirming her doubts about her father. Up until now she’d only suspected Presley had fixed those games, but with that one sentence he’d turned those suspicions into reality, and the crestfallen look on her face tugged at his insides in the most powerful way.
He wanted to comfort her, but he didn’t know how.
So he kept his distance, leaned against the counter and released a slow breath. “Yes, he did it. I’m ninety-nine-percent sure of it.”
“Ninety-nine percent,” she repeated. “Then there’s still a chance Dad wasn’t involved.”
“It’s unlikely.”
“But there’s still a chance.”
“Look, Hayden, I know you want to see the best in your father, but you’re going to need to accept that he’s probably guilty.”
Her eyes widened, the color in her cheeks fading fast. “Are you going to tell the investigator that? You’re going to say my dad is guilty?”
“I don’t know what I’m going to say yet.”
He could see her legs shaking as she walked across the tiled floor toward him. Eyes wild with panic, she placed one palm on his bare arm and tilted her head to look up at him. “You can’t do it, Brody. Please, don’t turn against my father.”
 
HAYDEN DIDN’T KNOW where the words were coming from but she seemed to have no control over her vocal cords. In the back of her head she knew what she was asking of him was wrong, that if Presley was truly guilty he deserved to pay for his crimes. But this was her father, the only parent she had, the only constant in her life.
“You want me to lie?” Brody said flatly.
She swallowed. “No, I…maybe if you just didn’t say anything…”
“Lying by omission is still lying, Hayden. And what if they straight out ask me if Presley bribed anyone? What do I do then?”
Desperation clawed up her throat. She knew she had no right asking him to do this for her, but she couldn’t watch her father’s entire life shatter before her eyes. “He’s my only family,” she said softly. “I just want to protect him.”
Compassion flickered in Brody’s eyes, but it quickly faded into annoyance. “What about me? Don’t I deserve to be protected, too?”
“Your career isn’t at stake,” she protested.
“Like hell it isn’t!” His eyes flashed. “My integrity and reputation are on the line here, Hayden. I won’t throw away my career by lying to protect the team owner, not even for you.”
She nearly stumbled backward, assaulted by the force of his words.
She suddenly felt so very stupid. What the hell had she been thinking, asking him to lie for her dad? Her only defense was that she hadn’t been thinking. For a split second there, the fear seizing her insides was so strong it had overpowered her ability to think logically. Suddenly she’d been the lonely little girl who’d grown up without a mother, who didn’t want to see her father carted off to jail even if it meant breaking the rules to keep him out of a cell.
What was the matter with her? She wasn’t the type of woman who broke rules. And she didn’t condone lies, either.
God, she couldn’t believe she’d just asked Brody to throw away his honesty and honor.
With shaky steps, she walked over to him and pressed her face against his chest. She could feel his heart thudding against her ear like a drum. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked you to lie. It was unfair of me to do that. I’m…” She choked on a sob. “I can’t believe I just did that.”
His warm hand caressed the small of her back. “It’s okay. I know you’re concerned about him, babe.” Brody pressed a kiss to the top of her head.
“I just wish…Damn it, Brody, I want to help him.”
“I know,” he said gently. “But your dad is the one who got himself into this mess, and I hate to say it, but he’s the one who’ll have to get himself out of it.”
 
HAYDEN’S CELL PHONE woke her early the next morning, rousing her from a restless sleep and making her groan with displeasure. She was on her side, her back pressed against Brody’s big warm body, one of his long arms draped over her chest. She squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the ringing to stop. A second of blessed silence, and then it rang again. And again. And again.
With a sigh, she disentangled herself from Brody’s arms and slid out from under the covers. The sight of the alarm clock on Brody’s nightstand made her grimace. Six o’clock. Who on earth was calling her this early?
“Come back to bed,” came Brody’s sleepy murmur.
“I will after I murder whoever keeps calling,” she grumbled, padding barefoot to the armchair under the window. Her clothes and purse were draped over the chair, and she rummaged around in the pile until she found her cell.
Looking at the display, she immediately recognized Darcy’s number. Uh-oh. This probably wasn’t good. Not if Darcy was giving up her own beauty sleep to make a call.
Hayden flipped open the phone and said, “What’s wrong?”
“Have you seen the morning paper?”
“That’s what you woke me up to ask?” Hayden edged to the door, not wanting to disturb Brody. She leaned against the wall in the hallway and added, “And what are you doing up early enough to read the morning paper? Do you even subscribe to the paper?”
“I never went to bed last night.” Hayden could practically see the grin on her best friend’s face. “And, no, I don’t get the paper. But Marco does. Marco, by the way, is my new personal trainer.”
“At the rate you’re going, you’ll never be able to find a permanent gym, Darce.” She let out a breath. “Now tell me what’s so important about today’s newspaper.”
“You.”
“Me?”
“You’re in it, hon. Front page of the sports section, with your hockey player’s tongue in your mouth and his hands on your ass.”
She nearly choked. “You’re making it up!”
“I’m afraid not.”
Horror lodged in her throat. Darcy sounded serious. And if Darcy couldn’t make a smart-ass remark about it, then it must be bad.
“I’ll call you back in a minute,” Hayden blurted, disconnecting the call.
The T-shirt Brody had given her to sleep in hung all the way down to her knees, but her arms were bare and goose bumps had risen on her skin. She wrapped her arms around her chest and hurried down the stairs two at a time. In the front hall, she unlocked the door and poked her head out, darting forward when she saw the rolled-up newspaper on the porch. The wooden floor was cool under her feet, making her shiver. Snatching up the newspaper, she headed back inside, pulling the paper from its protective plastic as she wandered into the living room.
She sank down on the couch, found the sports section, and gasped. Darcy was right. The first page boasted a large photograph of her and Brody in the Warrior arena parking lot. It must have been taken the moment she’d stood up on her toes to kiss him, and there was no mistaking it, his hands really were on her butt.
The caption read, “Warriors forward cozies up to team owner’s daughter.”
But it was the article beneath it that drained all the color from her face. She read it twice, not missing a single word, then set the paper on the cushion next to her and dropped her head into her hands.
“What happened?”
She jerked up at the sound of Brody’s drowsy voice, to see him standing in the doorway wearing nothing but a pair of navy-blue boxers and a concerned expression.
Without a word, Hayden pointed to the newspaper beside her. After a second of hesitation, Brody joined her on the couch and picked up the section.
She watched his face as he read the article, but he gave nothing away. Blinked a couple of times, frowned once, and finally rose slowly to his feet. “I need coffee,” he muttered before walking out of the room.
Hayden stared after him in bewilderment, then shot up and rushed into the kitchen. Brody was already turning on the coffeemaker, leaning against the counter with a look of utter disbelief in his gorgeous blue eyes.
“They’re saying I took a bribe,” he said softly.
She moved toward him and rested her hand on his strong bicep. “It’s just speculation, Brody. They don’t have any proof.”
“They have a source!” he burst out, his voice resonating with anger. “Someone actually told that reporter I took bribes from your father. This isn’t a tabloid, where the so-called reporters make up sources to suit their story. Greg Michaels is an award-winning sports journalist—and someone on the team told him I took a goddamn bribe!”
Hayden’s mouth went completely dry. She could barely keep up with the range of emotions flashing across Brody’s face. Anger and betrayal and dismay. Shock and disgust. Fear. She wanted desperately to hold him, but his posture was so tense, his shoulders stiff, his jaw tight, every aspect of his body language screaming back off!
“Someone is trying to ruin me,” he snapped. “Who the hell would do that? I know Wyatt is up to his ears in this mess, but I can’t see him casting suspicion on me. He told me to stay out of it.”
His eyes were suddenly on her, focused, sharp, as if realizing she was in the room with him. “They think you’re sleeping with me to shut me up about your father’s part in it.” He laughed humorlessly.
Sympathy welled up inside her, squeezing her heart like a vise. “It’s going to be okay, Brody. Everything will get cleared up when you meet with the interviewer.”
Another chuckle, this time laced with bitterness. “All it takes is one black mark on your name and teams look at you differently.”
The coffeemaker clicked, and Brody turned his attention to it. Grabbing a mug from the cabinet over the sink, he slammed it down on the counter, filled it to the brim with coffee and swallowed a gulp of the scalding liquid, not even wincing.
Hayden had no idea what to say. How to make this better for him. So instead she just stood there, waiting, watching his face, trying to anticipate the next outburst.
But she wasn’t ready for what he said next.
“I think maybe we should cool things off for a bit.”
Shock slammed into her. “What?”
Setting down his mug, Brody rubbed his forehead. “I can’t be dragged down along with your father,” he said, so quietly she barely heard him. “If you and I are seen together, the rumors and suspicions will only grow. My career…”
He let out a string of curses. “I’ve worked my ass off to get to where I am, Hayden. I grew up wearing secondhand clothes and watching my parents struggle to afford anything. And finally, finally, I’m in a position to support myself, to support them. I can’t lose that. I won’t lose it.”
“You’re breaking up with me?”
He dragged his fingers through his hair, his eyes tortured. “I’m saying maybe we should put…us…on hold. Until the investigation concludes and the scandal blows over.”
“You want to put us on hold,” she echoed dully.
“Yes.”
She turned away, resting her hands on the kitchen counter to steady herself. He was breaking up with her? Sorry, putting things on hold. Not that it made a difference. Regardless of the way he wanted to word it, Brody was pretty much telling her he didn’t want her around.
Everything he’d said last night about how good they were for each other, how well they fit…what had happened to all that, huh?
The memory of the words he’d spoken only yesterday caused the bitterness swimming through her body to grow stronger. It was like a current, forcing all reason from her mind and pushing her into an eddy of resentment she knew too well. How many times had her father chosen his hockey team over her? How many times had the men in her life let their careers take the front seat while she sat in the back begging to be noticed?
“All right. If that’s what you want,” she said, unable to stop her tone from sounding clipped and angry. “I guess you need to look out for yourself, after all.”
His eyes clouded. “Don’t make it sound like that, Hayden. Like I don’t give a damn about you. Because I do give a damn. You can’t fault me for also giving a damn about everything I’ve worked so hard for.”
She edged away from the counter, suddenly wanting to flee. Maybe it was for the best, ending it now. They’d already reached an impasse yesterday, when she’d told him his lifestyle didn’t fit what she wanted in a relationship. Maybe it was better to break things off now, before it got even harder.
But although it made sense in her head, her heart couldn’t stop weeping at the idea of not being with Brody.
Silence stretched between them, until Brody released a frustrated curse and raked his hands through his dark hair. “I care about you, Hayden. The last thing I want to do is end this.” He shook his head, looking determined. “And I don’t see it as an ending. I just want this mess to go away. I want my name cleared and my career unaffected. When it all dies down, we can pick up where we left off.”
She couldn’t help but laugh. “Because it’s that easy, right?” Her laughter died, replaced with a tired frown. “It would have ended anyway, Brody. Sooner or later.”
Anguish flooded his gaze. “Come on, don’t say that. This break doesn’t have to be permanent.”
“Maybe it should.” A sob wedged in her throat and it took every ounce of willpower she possessed to swallow it back. “We’re probably doing ourselves a favor by letting go now. Maybe it will end up saving us both a lot of heartache in the future.”
He opened his mouth to respond, but she didn’t give him the chance. Blinking back the tears stinging her eyelids, she headed back to the bedroom to find her clothes.
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THE CAB RIDE to the arena, where she’d left her car, was probably the most mortifying experience of Hayden’s life. Somehow, while she’d gotten dressed, called the cab, murmured a soft goodbye to Brody, she’d managed to rein in her emotions. But the second she slid into the backseat and watched Brody’s beautiful house disappear in the rearview mirror, she’d burst into tears.
Looking stunned, the taxi driver handed her a small packet of tissues then promptly ignored her. Despite the tears fogging her eyes she noticed the man shooting her strange looks in the mirror. Apparently it wasn’t every day that a brokenhearted woman in tears rode in his cab.
And brokenhearted was the only word she could come up with to describe how she felt right now. Although she’d told Brody the breakup was for the best, her heart was aching so badly it felt like someone had scraped it with a razor blade. All she wanted to do was go back to the penthouse, crawl under the covers and cry.
The cab driver dropped her at the arena, where she got into her rental car, swiped at her wet eyes and took a few calming breaths.
Fifteen excruciatingly long minutes later, she was walking into the hotel, hoping nobody noticed her blotchy face. In the lobby, the clerk behind the check-in desk gestured at her. She reluctantly headed over and was surprised when he said, “There’s a man waiting for you in the bar.”
Hope and happiness soared inside her. Brody? He would’ve definitely had time to get here before her, since she’d had to pick up her car. Maybe he realized how foolish it was to end things because of something a reporter had written.
She hurried across the marble floor toward the large oak doors leading into the hotel bar. Only a few patrons were inside, and when she searched for Brody’s massive shoulders and unruly dark hair, she came up empty-handed. Disappointment crashed into her like a tidal wave. Of course he wasn’t here. He’d made it clear back at his place that he couldn’t risk his career by being seen with her.
She glanced around again, then gasped when her attention landed on a man she’d dismissed during her first inspection.
Doug.
Oh, God. What was he doing here?
“Hayden!” He walked toward her with a timid smile.
She stared at him, taking in the familiar sight of his blond hair, arranged in a no-nonsense haircut. His pale blue eyes, serious as always. That lean, trim body he kept in shape at the university gym. He wore a pair of starched tan slacks and a crisp, white button-down shirt, and the conservative attire kind of irked her. Everything about Doug was neat and orderly and unbelievably tedious. She found herself longing for even the tiniest bit of disorder. An undone button. A coffee stain. A patch of stubble he’d missed while shaving.
But there was nothing disorderly about this man. He was like a perfectly wrapped gift that only used three efficient pieces of tape and featured a little bow with the same length tails. The kind of gift you hesitated to open because you’d feel like an ass messing it up.
Brody, on the other hand…Now he was a gift you tore open the second you got it—the exterior didn’t matter because you knew what it contained inside was a million times better anyway.
Tears stung her eyes at the thought.
“Hi,” Doug said gently. “It’s good to see you.”
She wanted to tell him it was good to see him, too, but the words refused to come out. They stared at each other for a moment, and then he was pulling her into an awkward embrace. She halfheartedly hugged him back, noticing that the feel of his arms around her had no effect on her whatsoever.
“I know I shouldn’t have come,” Doug said, releasing her. “But after the way we left things…I thought we needed to talk. In person.”
“You’re right.” She swallowed. “Do you want to come up?”
He nodded.
Without a word, they walked out of the bar and headed for the elevator. Silence stretched between them as they rode the car up to the penthouse. Hayden wanted to apologize to him again, and yet she wasn’t sure she felt apologetic anymore. She and Doug had been on a break when she’d started seeing Brody, and though she regretted hurting Doug, she couldn’t will up any regret about what she felt for Brody.
“I was shocked when you told me that you were seeing someone else,” Doug began when they stepped into the suite.
“I know.” Guilt tugged at her gut. “I’m sorry I just dropped it on you like that, and over the phone, but I had to be honest.”
“I’m glad you were.” He stepped closer, his eyes glimmering with something she couldn’t put a finger on. “And it was the kick in the behind I needed, Hayden. It made me realize how much I don’t want to lose you.”
He reached out and tenderly stroked her cheek.
Discomfort crept up her spine.
“I love you, Hayden,” Doug said earnestly. “I should have said it a long time ago, but I wanted to go slow. I guess I was going too slow. I’m sorry.”
He moved closer, but he didn’t touch her again, or kiss her, just offered an affectionate smile and said, “I decided we’ve waited long enough. I want us to cross that bridge. I want us to make love.”
No, not the intimacy bridge. Hysterical laughter bubbled inside her throat. “Doug—”
“It’s finally the right time, Hayden.”
Maybe it’s the right time for you, she wanted to say. But for her, that perfect moment she might’ve shared with Doug had slipped away the second Brody Croft had walked into her life.
He reached out for her again, but she moved back, guilty when she saw the hurt in his eyes.
“It’s not the right time,” she said quietly. “And I think there’s a reason we never got to this point before, Doug. I think…it wasn’t meant to be.”
He went still. “I see,” he said, his voice stiff.
She took hold of his hand, squeezing his fingers tightly. “You know I’m right, Doug. Would you honestly be saying all of this, now, if I hadn’t met someone else?”
“Yes.” But his voice lacked conviction.
“I think we got together because it was comfortable. We were friends, colleagues, two people who liked each other well enough…but we’re not soul mates, Doug.”
Pain circled her heart. She hated saying these words to him, but there was no other choice.
Being with Brody had made her realize that she wasn’t going to settle for a man just because he happened to be nice and dependable. As wild and sexy and unpredictable as Brody was, he was also honest and tender, more intelligent than he gave himself credit for, strong, funny, generous…Oh, God, had she fallen in love with him?
No, she couldn’t have. Brody was just a fling. He might have some wonderful traits, but his career would constantly keep him away from her. She wanted someone safe, someone solid. Not someone who was so big and bold and arrogant and passionate and temporary and—Damn it!
She loved him. And wasn’t it ridiculously ironic that she’d figured it out the day he broke up with her.
“Hayden? Please don’t cry, honey.”
She glanced up to see Doug’s worried expression, then touched her cheeks and felt the tears. She quickly wiped them away. “Doug…I’m sorry,” she murmured, not knowing what else to say.
He nodded. “I know. I’m sorry, too.” He tilted his head, looking a bit confused. “But I don’t see what’s so wrong with comfortable.”
“There’s nothing wrong with it. But I want more than comfort. I want…love and passion and…I want earth-shattering.”
He gave her a rueful smile. “I don’t have much experience in shattering a woman’s world, I’m afraid.”
No, but Brody did.
Unfortunately, he also had plenty of experience in shattering a woman’s heart.
 
TWO DAYS LATER Hayden woke up feeling confused, devastated and angry. The anger surprised her, but most of it was directed at herself anyway. She’d tossed and turned all night, thinking about what a mess she’d gotten herself into since she’d come back to Chicago. She’d propositioned a stranger, then proceeded to fall in love with him. She’d hurt Doug. Discovered her father had a drinking problem and was probably a criminal.
And what exactly are you doing to fix any of it? a little voice chastised.
She forced herself into a sitting position, her anger escalating. What was she doing to fix it? She’d spent all day yesterday lying on the couch in her sweatpants. She’d watched the Warriors play the Vipers, trying to catch glimpses of Brody. And when the team had lost, her heart ached for him. The Warriors were officially out of the play-offs, and she knew how disappointed Brody must be. She’d been so tempted to call and tell him she was sorry. Instead, she’d devoured a carton of ice cream and gone to bed at ten o’clock.
How was that going to help anything? She wasn’t the type to let problems pile up without looking for solutions, and although she might not be able to “fix” Doug’s broken heart or Brody’s decision to stay away from her, she sure as hell could do something about her father.
Jumping out of bed, she threw on some clothes, headed for the bathroom to wash up, then stepped into the elevator with renewed energy and determination.
Enough was enough. She needed to look her dad in the eye and demand the truth from him. This scandal was affecting her, too, and she deserved to know whether or not the trust and faith she’d placed in her father was justified. Presley’s mess had taken her away from Doug and brought her to Chicago, it had broken up her and Brody, caused stress to tangle inside her. It was time to quit avoiding her father and try to make sense of everything that had happened.
She drove to the Lincoln Center with a heavy heart, knowing her dad was scheduled to be interviewed by the league investigator today. Come to think of it, Brody was being interviewed, too. She hoped she wouldn’t run into him. If she did, she’d be tempted to hurl herself into his arms, and she had no desire to be pushed away again.
Ironic that she’d been fighting this relationship from day one, set on keeping it a fling, and in the end he’d been the one to break things off.
And she’d been the one to fall in love.
Forcing the painful thoughts from her mind, she parked the car and walked to the arena’s entrance. After greeting the woman at the lobby desk, she rode the elevator up to the second floor, which housed the franchise offices.
Her father’s office was at the end of the hall, through a pair of intimidating wood doors more suited for a president than the owner of a hockey team. Tucked off to the right was the desk of her dad’s secretary, a pleasant woman named Kathy who was nowhere to be found.
Hayden walked up to the doors, but stopped when her dad’s voice practically boomed out of the walls. He sounded angry.
She slowly turned the knob and inched open the door, then froze when she heard her dad say, “I know I promised to cover your ass, Becker, but this is getting out of hand.”
Becker…Becker…hadn’t Brody shown up at the Gallagher Club with a player named Becker?
Her blood ran cold. She knew she shouldn’t stand there and listen, but she couldn’t bring herself to announce her presence.
“I don’t give a damn about that…they won’t trace the money…”
Enough. She’d had enough.
Feeling sick to her stomach, Hayden pushed open the door and strode into her father’s office. He was standing behind his desk, clutching the phone to his ear, and he nearly dropped the receiver when he saw her enter.
“I have to go,” he said into the phone, hanging up without giving the other person—Becker?—a chance to respond.
Hayden inched closer, fighting the urge to throw up as she stared into her father’s eyes. His face had gone pale, and she could see his hands trembling as he waited for her to approach.
“So it’s true,” she said flatly, not bothering with any pleasantries.
Her dad had the nerve to feign ignorance. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, sweetheart.”
“Bullshit!” Her voice trembled with anger. “I heard what you said just now!”
Silence hung over the room. Her father looked stunned by her outburst. After a second, he lowered himself into his leather chair, gave her a repentant look and released a heavy sigh. “You shouldn’t have eavesdropped, Hayden. I didn’t want you involved in any of this.”
“You didn’t want me involved? Is that why you asked me to come home? Is that why you practically forced me to give a deposition in your divorce? So I wouldn’t be involved? Too late, Dad. I already am.”
Her legs barely carried her as she stumbled over to one of the plush burgundy visitor’s chairs and sank into it. It was hard to think over the roar of her pulse in her ears. Anger and disgust and sadness mingled in her blood, forming a poisonous cocktail that seared through her veins. She couldn’t believe this. The signs and suspicions had been there from the start, but hearing her father confirm his criminal actions was like a switchblade to the gut.
If someone had told her that the father she’d loved unconditionally, whose flaws she’d always ignored, whose attention she’d always craved, could be capable of such dishonesty, she would’ve laughed in their face. And yet it was true. Her father had broken the law. He’d lied. He’d probably cheated on his wife.
When had this man become a stranger to her?
“Honey…” He gulped. Guilt etched into his features. “At least let me explain.”
“You committed a crime,” she said stiffly. “What’s there to explain?”
“I made a mistake.” He faltered. “I made some bad investments. I…” Desperation filled his eyes. “It was only two games, Hayden. Only two. I just needed to recover the losses, and…I…I screwed up.”
Her belief in him slowly began to shatter, tiny jagged pieces of trust and faith chipping away, ripping into her insides as they sank down to her stomach like sharp little razor blades. How could he have done this? And why hadn’t she seen it, damn it?
“Why didn’t you call me?” she whispered.
“I was too ashamed.” His voice cracked again. “I didn’t want you to know I’d destroyed everything I’d built.” His eyes looked so tortured Hayden had to turn away. “I never wanted another woman after your mother died. None of the ones I met even compared to her. So I focused on my job instead, first as a coach, and then as an owner. Money was tangible, you know? Something I didn’t think I could lose.”
When she looked at him again, she was stunned to see tears on her dad’s cheeks. “But I did lose it. I lost it and I got scared. I thought I’d lose Sheila, too.” He swiped viciously at his wet eyes. “I know part of the reason she married me was for my money. I’m no fool, Hayden. But Sheila and I also loved each other. Sometimes I think I still love her. She’s so full of…life, I guess. And after so many years of feeling dead, I needed that. I didn’t want to lose her. I started drinking too much, trying to forget about what was happening, I guess. Sheila tried to help me, but I wouldn’t listen. I didn’t want her to think I was weak…”
His voice drifted, his eyes glistening with pain, shame and unshed tears. Tears sprang to Hayden’s eyes, too.
She’d never seen her father cry before. It broke her heart. And it hurt even more knowing that she hadn’t even noticed while his life was spinning out of control. She knew how much his career and reputation and, yes, his wealth, mattered to him. The threat of losing it had driven him to make such hideous decisions. And she’d been so busy living her own life that she’d failed to be there for her father. Because no matter how dishonorably he’d behaved, he still was her father, and she couldn’t write him off just because he’d screwed up.
She rose slowly from the chair and rounded the desk, placing her hand on her dad’s shoulder. His head jerked up, his eyes wide with surprise, and then the tears flowed in earnest down his cheeks.
“I’m sorry, Hayden,” he choked out.
She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him tightly. “I know you are, Daddy. Don’t worry. We’re going to get you some help.” She swallowed. “And you’re…you’re going to have to tell the truth today, okay?”
Dropping her arms, she stared into her father’s eyes, seeing the remorse and guilt flickering in them. After a moment, he nodded. “You’re right,” he whispered. “I know I need to face the consequences of my actions.”
“I’m here for you, Dad. And if you want me to go to the interview with you, I will.”
He shook his head. “It’s something I need to do alone.”
“I understand.”
Her father rubbed his cheeks, then looked up at her and sighed. “Don’t you think it’s time for you to explain?”
“Explain what?” she asked in bewilderment.
“I do read the newspapers, Hayden.” He shook his head. “How long have you been seeing Croft?”
Heat flooded her cheeks. “Not long.”
“And this affair…you think it’s a good idea? Croft isn’t your usual type, sweetheart.”
“It’s not an affair,” she blurted out. “I…I love him.” She couldn’t fight the tears that stung her eyelids. “I want to be with him, Dad.”
She paused as the words settled between them. I want to be with him. And then she thought of what she’d told her father, just a moment ago. I’m here for you.
Why was it so easy for her to say that to her father, but not to Brody? He might not have the stable life she’d always longed for, but didn’t he have so many other incredible qualities that more than made up for having to travel every now and then?
She suddenly realized how unfairly she’d treated him, wanting to keep everything on her terms. Fighting him when he tried to make her see they were good for each other.
Well, he was right. They were good for each other. Brody was the first man she’d ever been truly herself with. He made her laugh. He drove her wild in bed. He listened.
God, she didn’t deserve Brody. All she’d done since the day they’d met was set boundaries, have expectations, find reasons why he wasn’t right for her. Yet he’d stayed by her side. Even when she came up with silly rules, or told him he was nothing but a fling. Wasn’t that what she claimed to want in a man? Someone solid to stand by her?
And didn’t Brody deserve the same thing, a woman who stood by him? He cared about her, she knew he did, and if he thought putting their relationship on hold until the scandal blew over was best, maybe she needed to trust him.
She stumbled away from the desk, suddenly knowing what she had to do.
“Hayden?” her dad said quietly.
“I need to take care of something,” she answered, inhaling deeply. “We’ll talk after your interview, okay? We’ll talk about everything.”
Her father nodded.
She was halfway out the door when she glanced over her shoulder and added, “And, Daddy? I hope you remember to do the right thing.”
 
BRODY STOOD outside the conference room, anxiously tugging at his tie as he waited. Damn, he hated this tie. It was choking the life out of him. Or maybe he found it so hard to breathe because any minute now he’d be sitting in front of three people who could very well destroy his career.
Both explanations were logical, but deep down he knew there was only one reason for the turmoil afflicting his body—Hayden.
He hadn’t thought it was possible to miss someone this much. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her from the second she’d left his house two days ago. Which was probably why his performance during that final game against the Vipers had been less than stellar. But even though the team was out of the play-offs, Brody’s disappointment wasn’t as great as it should have been. His season had officially ended, and yet he hardly cared. How could he, when his entire body ached for Hayden? Although his brain insisted he’d done the right thing by distancing himself from her, his heart refused to accept the decision. In fact, his heart had been screaming such vile things at him for two days now that he was beginning to feel like the biggest cad on the planet.
Had he made a mistake? He hadn’t wanted a permanent break, hadn’t intended to end the relationship; he’d just wanted the investigation to be done with, the scandal an unpleasant blip on his memory radar. But Hayden, well, she’d gone and made it permanent. Reverted to her belief that a relationship between them could never have lasted anyway.
Yet he couldn’t bring himself to agree. She was wrong about them. If she’d only let down her guard and open her heart she’d see that the two of them could be dynamite together. Not just in bed, but in life. So he traveled for work. He’d have to retire sooner or later, and when he did, he planned on settling down in one place and opening a skating arena that didn’t require a membership fee, so that kids from poorer families would have access to the same facilities as those who were better off. He might even coach a kids’ team. It was an idea he’d been tossing around for years now.
But instead of planning a future with Hayden, he’d lost her. Maybe he’d never really had her to begin with….
“Croft.”
He raised his head, frowning when he spotted Craig Wyatt walking toward him.
Wyatt’s massive frame was squeezed into a tailored black suit, his shiny dress shoes squeaking against the tiled floor. The captain’s blond hair was gelled back from his forehead.
“What’s up?” Brody couldn’t stop the twinge of bitterness in his voice.
A muscle twitched in Wyatt’s square jaw. “I saw the article about you and Presley’s daughter, Brody. You have no reason to be nervous. We both know you didn’t do anything wrong.”
“You’re right, I didn’t.” He couldn’t help adding, “But how did you know?”
Wyatt jerked his finger to the left and said, “Follow me. We need to have a chat.”
Brody glanced at his watch, noting he had another twenty minutes before they called him in for his scheduled interview.
They walked silently toward the lobby, then exited the front doors and stepped into the cool morning air. Cars whizzed by in front of the arena. Pedestrians ambled down the sidewalk without giving the two men a second look. Everyone was going about their day, cheerfully heading to work, while Brody was here, waiting to be questioned about something he wanted no part in.
With a strangled groan, Wyatt ran one hand through his hair, messing up the style he’d obviously taken great care with. “Look, I’m not going to lie. I’ve been seeing Sheila, okay?” His voice cracked. “I know it’s wrong. I know I have no business sleeping with a married woman, but, goddammit, I was a goner from the moment I met her. I love her, man.”
“Sheila told you who took bribes, didn’t she?”
Wyatt averted his eyes. “Yes.”
“Then who, damn it? Who the fuck put us in this position, Craig?”
There was a beat of silence. “I don’t think you want to know, man.”
Another pause. Longer this time. Brody could tell that the last thing Craig Wyatt wanted to do was name names.
But he did. “Nicklaus did. And—” Wyatt took a breath. “I’m sorry, Brody, but…so did Sam Becker.”
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THE GROUND BENEATH Brody’s feet swiftly disintegrated. He sagged forward, planting both hands on his thighs to steady himself. Sucked in a series of long breaths. Waited for his pulse to steady.
“Those are the only two Sheila knows about,” Wyatt was saying. “There could be more.”
Brody glanced up at Wyatt with anger. “You’re lying. Nicklaus maybe, but not Becker. He wouldn’t do that.”
“He did.”
No. Not Becker. Brody pictured Becker’s face, thinking back to the first day they’d met, how Sam Becker had taken Brody’s rookie self under his wing and helped him become the player he was today. Becker was his best friend on the team. He was a stand-up guy, a champion, a legend. Why would he throw his career away for some extra pocket money?
“He’s retiring at the end of the season,” Wyatt said, as if reading Brody’s mind. He shrugged. “Maybe he needed a bigger nest egg.”
Brody closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them, he saw the sympathy on Wyatt’s face. “I know you two are close,” Craig said quietly.
“You could be wrong about this. Sheila could have lied.” Brody knew he was grasping at straws, but anything was better than accepting that Becker had done this.
“It’s the truth,” Wyatt answered.
They stood there for a moment, neither one speaking, until Wyatt finally cleared his throat and said, “We should go back inside.”
“You go. I’ll be there in a minute.”
After Wyatt left, Brody adjusted his tie, wondering if he’d ever be able to breathe again. His head still spun from Craig’s words. And yet he couldn’t bring himself to believe it. Damn it, he needed to talk to Becker. Look his friend in the eye and demand the truth. Prove Wyatt wrong.
Then he looked up and realized he was going to be granted his wish sooner than he’d expected. Samuel T. Becker had just exited the arena.
Becker spotted him instantly, and made his way over. “You done already?”
“Haven’t even gone in yet.” He tried to mask his emotions as he studied his old friend. “Are you scheduled to be interviewed today?”
“Yep,” Becker said. “And as a reward, I get to take Mary shopping afterward. What fun for me.”
Brody smiled weakly.
“What the hell’s up with you?” Sam demanded, rolling his eyes. “Don’t tell me you’re still gaga over Presley’s daughter. I told you, man, you shouldn’t be seeing her.”
Yeah, he had told him, hadn’t he? And Brody now had to wonder exactly where the advice had stemmed from. Had Becker really been looking out for him, or had he wanted to keep him away from Hayden in case Presley decided to confide in his daughter? In case Brody learned the truth about Becker’s criminal actions. The thought made his blood run cold.
“Let’s not talk about Hayden,” he said stiffly.
“Okay. Whatcha want to talk about then?”
He released a slow breath. “How about you tell me why you let Presley bribe you?”
Becker’s jaw hardened. “Excuse me?”
“You heard me.”
After a beat, Becker scowled. “I already told you, I wasn’t involved in that crap.”
“Someone else says otherwise.”
“Yeah, who?” Becker challenged.
Brody decided to take a gamble. He felt like a total ass, but still he said, “Presley.”
The lie stretched between them, and the myriad of emotions Brody saw on his friend’s face was disconcerting as hell. Becker’s expression went from shocked to angry. To guilty. And finally, betrayed.
And it was all Brody needed to know.
With a stiff nod, he brushed past his former mentor. “I’m needed inside.”
“Brody, come on.” Becker trailed after him, his voice laced with misery. “Come on, it wasn’t like that.”
Brody spun around. “Then you didn’t sell out the team?”
Becker hesitated a little too long.
“That’s what I thought.”
“I did it for Mary, okay?” Becker burst out, looking so anguished that Brody almost felt sorry for him. “You don’t know what it’s like living with a woman like her. Money, power, that’s all she talks about. She’s always needling me to be better, richer, more ambitious. And now that I’m retiring, she’s going nuts. She married me because of my career, because I was at the top of my game, a two-time cup winner, a goddamn champion.”
“And you could’ve retired knowing that you are a champion and a two-time cup winner,” Brody pointed out. “Now you’ll go out a criminal. How’s Mary going to like that?”
Becker said nothing. He looked beaten, weak. “I messed up, kiddo, and I’m sorry,” he whispered after several moments had passed. “I’m sorry about the games and the article and—”
Brody’s jaw tightened. “The article?”
His friend averted his eyes, as if realizing his slipup.
Brody stood there for a moment, wary, studying Becker. The article…the one that had been in the paper two days ago? The one that featured a source who insinuated Brody had taken a bribe?
His blood began to boil, heating his veins, churning his stomach, until a red haze of fury swept over him.
“You spoke to the reporter about me,” he hissed.
Becker finally met his eyes. Guilt was written all over his face. “I’m sorry.”
“Why? Why the hell would you do that?” Brody clenched his fists, knowing the answer before Becker could open his mouth. “To take the blame off yourself. You were too close to being caught, weren’t you, Sam? You thought my relationship with Hayden would get the press going, put some pressure on me instead of you.”
The sheer force of Brody’s anger was unbelievable. He wanted to hit the other man, so badly his fists actually tingled. And along with the rage came a jolt of devastation that torpedoed into his gut and brought a wave of nausea to his throat.
“I’m sorry,” Becker murmured for what seemed like the millionth time, but Brody was done listening to his friend’s apologies. No, not his friend. Because a true friend would never have done what Sam Becker had.
Without another word, he brushed past Becker and stalked into the arena.
He felt like slamming his fist into something. Becker, his best friend, had betrayed him. Becker, the most talented player in the league, had cheated. And why? For money. Goddamn money.
Money. Power. Ambition. She married me because of my career.
And suddenly Brody found himself sagging against the wall as the truth of his own stupidity hit him. Didn’t he, too, place importance on financial success? Hadn’t he just thrown away the woman he loved because of his damn career?
And, God, but he did love Hayden.
He loved her so damn much.
Maybe he’d fallen for Hayden when she’d first strolled up and proceeded to wipe the pool table with him. Or maybe it happened the first time they’d kissed. Or the first time they’d made love. It could’ve been the night she’d put on the pair of skates and stumbled all over the ice, or the day she’d dragged him around the museum talking passionately about every piece of art.
He didn’t know when it happened, but it had. And instead of clinging to the woman whose intelligence amazed him, whose passion excited him, whose soft smiles and warm arms made him feel more content than he’d ever felt in his life—instead of hanging on to her, he’d pushed her away.
And why? Because he’d been implicated in a crime he hadn’t committed? Because his family never had money when he was growing up? So what? His parents loved each other, and their marriage had thrived despite their financial difficulties. What did money and success really matter when you didn’t have someone to share it with, someone you loved?
A laugh suddenly slipped out of his mouth, and he noticed the receptionist giving him a funny look. Releasing a shaky breath, he crossed the lobby toward the hallway off to the left and walked back in the direction of the conference room. Lord, he was an ass. He’d been searching for a woman who’d look at him and see past the athlete, and, damn it, but he’d found her. Hayden didn’t care if he was a star and she didn’t care how much money he made, as long as he was there for her.
He wasn’t willing to lie to protect Hayden’s father, but he should have told her he’d stand by her no matter what happened with her dad. His relationship with the team owner’s daughter might place a negative spotlight on him, but wasn’t it worth it if it meant keeping Hayden in his life?
“Brody?”
He almost tripped when he saw Hayden standing at the end of the hall, right in front of the conference-room door.
“What are you doing here?” he asked.
She stepped toward him, and he noticed her red-rimmed eyes. Had she been crying?
“I came to talk to my dad,” she murmured. “And then I remembered that you were being interviewed, too, so I thought I’d find you before you had to go in…” Her voice drifted, and then she cleared her throat. “I’m sorry the team didn’t make it to the second round.”
“So am I…But to be honest, it doesn’t seem all that important anymore, considering everything else that’s going on.”
“I know.” She gave him a sad smile. “A criminal investigation kind of casts a shadow over things, doesn’t it?”
The pain in her eyes tore at his insides. He hated seeing her this way, and he knew why she’d been crying.
Resting his hand on her arm, he slowly pulled her away from the conference-room door and led her to the end of the hall. “I’m not going to lie,” he said softly.
She tilted her head to meet his eyes, her gaze confused, then opened her mouth to speak.
“Wait,” he cut in. “I want you to know that just because I won’t lie doesn’t mean I won’t be there for you. Because I will, babe. I don’t care what the papers write about us, I don’t care how my career is affected. I don’t care about anything but you. I’ll stay by your side, Hayden. I promise, I’ll be here for you, as long as you need me.”
He blew out a breath, waiting for her to reply, praying she didn’t say, Well, I don’t need you, Brody. It was just a fling.
But she didn’t say that. She didn’t say anything, in fact.
Instead, she burst out laughing.
 
HAYDEN COULDN’T STOP the giggles from escaping. She’d come down here to tell Brody she was willing to wait until the investigation ended, that she would do anything it took to keep him in her life, even if it meant staying apart for a while. And here he was, telling her he wanted to stay by her side.
“You think it’s funny?” Brody said in annoyance, raking both hands through his dark hair. “Remind me never to make a grand romantic gesture again.”
She chuckled. “I only think it’s funny because I came to tell you I’ll stay away from you until the investigation is finished.”
“What?”
“I respect your decision. If you want to lie low until this blows over, I’ll do that.” She curled her fingers over his arm and looked at him imploringly. “But I don’t want it to be permanent. I don’t want us to end, Brody.”
His features softened. “Neither do I.” He paused. “I also don’t want us to lie low.”
“Are you sure?”
He moved closer, bent down and planted a soft kiss on her mouth, right there in the hallway. Then he pulled back, smiled, and dipped his head to kiss her again, this time slipping her a little tongue.
Flushed, she broke the kiss and stepped back before she gave in to the urge to pull him into the restroom and fulfill yet another kinky fantasy. “Come to the hotel when you’re done,” she said, her voice coming out breathy.
He grinned. “I’ll be there with bells on.”
“No bells. But naked would be good.” Her heart did a crazy little somersault. “And don’t keep me waiting too long.” She drew in a breath. “There are definitely a few things I still need to say to you.”
 
AN HOUR LATER, Brody stepped into the elevator at the Ritz. He waited for the bellhop to turn the key that gave him access to the penthouse floor, and when the guy left, Brody sagged against the wall of the car, feeling as if he’d just run the Boston Marathon and followed that up by climbing Everest. The interview with the league investigators had been pure torture. He’d sat there in his suit, with his oxygen-depriving tie, and had had to sell out a man he’d once considered a friend and another he’d respected as a boss.
Thank God this day from hell was over. He didn’t know what the investigation would turn up, how it would all end, but a load had been lifted off his chest. One load, at least. He still hadn’t quite faced the fact that Becker had betrayed him. He knew it would take more than one afternoon to come to terms with it. But he’d walked out of that conference with his conscience clear, and now he couldn’t wait to lose himself in Hayden’s arms and forget about everything except the love he felt for her.
“Hayden?” he called as the elevator doors swung open and he entered the living room.
Her voice drifted out from the bedroom. “In here.”
He found her in the bedroom, sitting cross-legged in the center of the bed, still clad in the flowy green skirt and yellow silk top she’d been wearing earlier. Damn. He’d been hoping to find her naked.
Ah, well, that could be easily amended.
She slid off the bed, her skirt swirling around her firm thighs as she moved toward him. “How was the interview?”
“Terrible. But I think I convinced them I wasn’t guilty of any wrongdoing.”
Relief flooded her features. “Good.” Then, looking somber, she added, “I found out something about Becker that you’re not going to like.”
He swallowed. “I know already. Who told you?” he asked after exhaling a shaky breath.
“I overheard my dad talking to him on the phone. So it’s true? He really did do it?”
“Yes.” He swallowed. “Nicklaus took a bribe, too—he’s our goalie.” His anger returned like a punch to the gut. “I can’t believe they would do that. Especially Sam.”
“I’m sorry,” Hayden said again, reaching up to touch his chin with her warm fingers. “But I think forgiveness will come in time. If I can forgive my dad, maybe you’ll be able to forgive your friend.”
Brody faltered. “And if I can’t?”
“I’ll help you.” She smiled glibly. “I’m good at forgiveness. After all, didn’t I forgive you for dumping me?”
“I panicked, okay? And I only suggested we put things on hol—” He stopped when he saw the amusement in her eyes. “You’re not mad,” he said.
“Of course not.” She ran her index finger along the curve of his jaw. “I can’t stay mad at the man I love.”
He held his breath, not daring to give in to the sheer bliss threatening to spill over. “You mean that?”
“Yes.” She lifted her other hand and cupped his chin with both her hands. “I love you, Brody. I know I kept fighting you whenever you said we were perfect for each other, but…I’m not fighting anymore.” She exhaled slowly. “I’ve fallen for you, hockey star. The earth moves when we’re together and I love it. I love you.”
The joy in his heart spilled over, warming his insides and making his pulse skate through his veins like a player on a breakaway.
“I’m willing to be part of the hockey lifestyle for as long as it takes,” she added, certainty shining in her eyes. “I’ll even go to your games.” She chewed on her bottom lip. “But I’ll probably bring some lecture notes to work on, you know, because I still don’t particularly like hockey, but I’ll make an effort to—”
He silenced her with a kiss, but pulled away just as she parted her lips to let him in.
“I won’t play hockey forever, Hayden,” he said softly. “And I’m already trying to work on the possibility of signing with a West Coast team next season. That way you can keep teaching at Berkeley, and we could—” his voice cracked “—we could get started on building a life together. A home.”
As he said the words, he knew without a doubt that’s what he wanted. A home with Hayden. A life with the one woman who looked past his uniform and saw the man beneath it. He’d been searching for her for so long, and now that he’d found her, he wasn’t about to let her go. Ever.
“I love you, Hayden,” he said roughly. “More than hockey, more than being successful, more than life. I want to wake up every morning and see one of your sleepy smiles, go to bed every night pressed up against you, have kids with you, grow old with you.” He put his hands on her slender hips and pulled her toward him. “Will you let me do that?”
Twining her arms around his neck, she leaned up and kissed him, a long, lingering kiss that promised love and laughter and hot, endless sex. Pulling back, just an inch, she whispered, “Yes,” and then raised her lips to his again.
“Should we seal the deal?” he murmured against her hot, pliant mouth.
“God, yes.”
Deepening the kiss, he untucked her shirt from the waistband of her skirt and slid his hands underneath, filling his palms with the feel of her silky skin. His tongue sought hers. His hands found her breasts.
Hayden moaned. “No, not here.” Breaking contact, she darted over to the nightstand and pulled out a condom. Without another word, she grabbed his hand and dragged him out of the bedroom to the middle of the narrow hallway.
“Here,” she said, a playful light dancing in her eyes.
He looked at the spot she’d chosen, chuckling when he realized this was the first place they’d made love. On the hallway floor, while Hayden writhed beneath him and squeezed his ass and pushed him into her as deep as he could go.
“Here is perfect,” he answered huskily.
He drew her into his arms, claiming her with his mouth, and they were both breathless by the time the kiss ended. Gently stroking her cheek, he gave her another soft kiss, then began peeling her clothes from her body. First her shirt, then the bra, the skirt, the panties, until she was standing naked in front of him, a vision of perfection. He marveled at her silky curves and perfect skin, those beautiful breasts, the shapely legs…God, he couldn’t believe she was his. All his.
“I love you, Hayden,” he said, his throat thick with emotion. “I love everything about you.”
She gave a soft sigh of pleasure as he cupped her breasts, tenderly stroking the swell of each perfect mound.
He hastily removed his own clothes, kicked them aside, then dropped to his knees and peppered little kisses on her flat abdomen before moving to nip at her inner thigh. He loved the sweet little moan she responded with, loved the way she tangled her fingers in his hair and guided him to the spot between her legs that he knew ached for his touch.
He kissed her sensitized nub, flicked his tongue over her sweetness. He would never be able to get enough of her, even if he spent the rest of his life trying. With a small groan, he planted one last kiss on her soft folds and then pulled her down to the carpet.
With a look of pure contentment swimming in her forest-green eyes, Hayden lay back, spread her legs and offered him a wicked smile.
“Don’t keep me waiting,” she said with just a hint of challenge in her throaty voice.
“I don’t intend to.”
He covered her body with his, his shaft, hot and hard, pressed up against her belly. He shifted so that his tip brushed her wet sex, but didn’t plunge inside.
First, he kissed her again, a long, lazy kiss, and then he pulled back and said, “No ground rules this time.”
Her eyelids fluttered open. “What?”
“That second night, you said there were ground rules.” He nipped at the hot flesh of her neck. “No rules this time. You’re getting not only my body, but my heart and my soul, every night for the rest of your life. Got it?”
She raised her brows. “Again with the demands, huh?”
“You got a problem with that?”
With a laugh, she gripped his hair with her fingers and pulled his head down. Slipping her tongue into his mouth, she kissed him until he could barely see straight, then reached between them, circled his shaft and guided it to her opening, pushing herself down over his length.
He gasped.
“I don’t have…” she moaned as she took him in deeper “…a single problem with that.” With a breathy sigh, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed a kiss to his collarbone. “I love you, Brody.”
He slowly withdrew, then plunged back in, filling her to the hilt. “It drives me wild when you say that,” he squeezed out.
“What, I love you?”
His cock jerked in response. “Yes, that.”
She lifted her hips off the ground, and hooked her legs around his lower back, holding him prisoner with her wet heat. “Good, because I plan on saying it often. I love you, Brody Croft.”
Staying true to her word, she brushed her lips over his ear and said it again. And again. And again. With a groan, he buried his head in the crook of her neck, inhaled her sweet scent and sent them both to heaven.
And when they were sated and happy and lying there on the carpet, Brody could swear that the earth had moved.


Epilogue

One year later
“SERIOUSLY, BABE, we need to do something about that shower,” Brody grumbled as he stepped out of the bathroom.
Hayden couldn’t help but laugh at the aggravation on his ridiculously handsome face. “The plumber will be here on Monday, babe. Quit getting your panties in a knot.”
He strode into the recently painted master bedroom of their San Diego home, his frown deepening. “It really doesn’t bother you?”
“No, Brody. It doesn’t. It’s just a removable showerhead, for Pete’s sake. We’ll live without it for a couple more days.”
She rolled her eyes and rose from the bed. They’d purchased the house two months ago, at a bargain since the rambling three-story Victorian was in desperate need of renovations. So far, they’d painted every room, gutted the living room, retiled the kitchen—and Brody was worrying about a showerhead. Her husband definitely had a one-track mind. Of course, she’d known that when she’d married him.
“We should head over to the restaurant,” she said, swiftly putting an end to the subject Brody refused to drop. “Darcy will be wondering where we are.”
Brody snorted. “Darcy is probably having sex with one of the waiters as we speak.”
She wagged her finger at him. “Be nice. She’s taken a vow of celibacy, remember?”
Another snort. “Yeah, and I’m sure that’ll last for, oh, ten seconds. No, make that five.”
Hayden laughed, knowing he was probably right. Leopards couldn’t get rid of their spots, lions weren’t about to grow horns and Darcy White certainly couldn’t “quit” men. But Hayden was glad her friend was finally able to take time off and visit them. Darcy was actually considering moving to the West Coast, and Hayden was avidly encouraging her friend to do so. She would love having Darcy around on a more regular basis, especially since she wouldn’t be able to travel with Brody to his away games for much longer.
Although the Warriors hadn’t made it far in the play-offs last season, Brody’s standings had impressed the Los Angeles Vipers’ general manager, who’d made him an offer, to both Hayden and Brody’s relief. It put an end to the “where do we live” dilemma that had been plaguing them since the engagement. Brody signed with the Vipers, and since the commute to San Francisco had been too much for her, she’d agreed to teach courses at Berkeley during the hockey season as well as a few summer courses. The arrangement worked for both of them; the online seminars gave her the time to work on her Ph.D. at the University of San Diego, and getting to L.A. from San Diego would be easier for Brody.
They’d married in Chicago, though, deciding it was fitting to say their vows in the city where they’d met and fallen in love. Brody’s parents had flown in for the wedding; Darcy had been the maid of honor, and the guests were a mixture of academics and athletes, including Brody’s former captain Craig Wyatt, who’d brought Hayden’s ex-stepmother. Shockingly, Wyatt and Sheila were now engaged, and Sheila was happily planning the wedding and enjoying the money she’d gotten from her divorce; she’d eventually settled for half of Presley’s estate.
Hayden’s dad hadn’t been able to make it to the wedding—the rehabilitation facility he’d checked himself into hadn’t allowed it—but he’d sent her a beautiful letter that stated how happy he was she and Brody had found love. He’d also thanked her for supporting him through everything, and Hayden had been in tears when she’d read his heartfelt words.
“Hey, you okay?”
Brody’s concerned voice drew her from her thoughts. She managed a nod. “Yeah. I was just thinking about my dad.”
Brody moved closer and wrapped his strong arms around her. “I know you wish he would move out here, but you can’t monitor every move he makes, Hayden. He’s sober now. Just have faith that he’ll stay that way.”
“I know.” She sighed. “At least he’s not in jail.”
Last year’s league investigation had resulted in criminal charges being brought up on her father, as well as the players he’d bribed, but Presley had gotten off with a fine and four years’ probation. Since her dad hadn’t been involved in a gambling ring or organized crime, he’d been lucky with his punishment. He’d lost the team, though, and Hayden knew that had been a big blow for her dad. The Warriors were now owned by none other than Jonas Quade, the man of many mistresses and that god-awful tan.
Sam Becker had wound up with probation, too, but Brody still couldn’t seem to forgive his former friend. Hayden hoped that in time the two men might reconcile.
“Last time he called he mentioned he’s thinking of buying a place by Lake Michigan,” Brody was saying, still talking about her dad. “Did he tell you that?”
“No, he didn’t mention it.” She suddenly smiled, wondering if maybe there was hope for her dad after all. He might have lost the team, but he seemed much happier lately, and the two of them were on their way to regaining the close relationship they’d had when she was younger.
“I told you he used to take me fishing when I was a kid, right?” she said.
Her husband kissed her on the cheek and took her hand. “Come on, we should go.”
“You’re right. Darce will freak out if we don’t show up soon. She’s been really bitchy lately. You know, the lack of sex and all.”
They headed for the doorway. “Actually, I think she’ll freak out when she sees this.” Brody rubbed her protruding belly with his palm.
Hayden sighed. She was only five months along, and already she felt huge. “Remind me again how you knocked me up when we’d decided to wait a couple years?”
He shot her a cocky grin. “I told you. I never miss. It’s my fatal flaw.”
“No, your fatal flaw is not getting me the ice cream I asked for last night.”
They left the bedroom and walked down their brand-new winding staircase. The floor in the front hall still needed to be laid down, but Hayden didn’t care as long as the renovations were done before the baby came. She grabbed her purse from the hall table and slipped into her flat sandals.
She followed Brody out on the porch, lifting her head to the late-afternoon sun and breathing in the warm San Diego air.
“I told you why I didn’t pick up the ice cream,” Brody grumbled. “You’ve got to eat healthy, babe. You’re carrying a future champion in that belly of yours. Our son needs proper nourishment.”
Oh, brother. Not again.
“I only need one champion in my life, thank you very much.” She shot him a sweet smile. “Our daughter is going to be a Nobel Prize winner.”
“It’s a boy,” he said confidently with a charming smile of his own. “Haven’t you figured out by now that I always get what I want?”
“God, you’re arrogant.”
“Yeah, but you like it.” His grin widened. “And if it weren’t for me, you’d still be hiking across some intimacy bridge—”
“I should never have told you about that!”
“And deprive me of endless bridge jokes?”
She tried to scowl but ended up laughing. “Fine. I surrender. The intimacy bridge is funny. Now let’s go before Darcy really does sleep with a waiter.”
Brody held her arm as they walked to the car. He opened the door for her, then rounded the vehicle and got into the driver’s seat.
She stretched the seat belt over her stomach and buckled up, then tucked a strand of hair behind her ears. Suddenly she became aware of Brody watching her, and when she turned her head, her breath caught at the awe, love and passion she saw shining in his eyes.
“Have I told you today how beautiful you are?” he asked.
“Twice, actually.” Warmth suffused her body. “But feel free to say it as many times as you’d like.”
“Believe me, I will.” He shifted closer and stroked her cheek. “You know, the happiest day of my life was when you walked up to that pool table and asked me back to your hotel.”
“You’re not going to tell our daughter that, are you?”
“Nah. We’ll tell our son we met at a museum and it was love at first sight.”
He cupped her jaw and ran his thumb over her lower lip, sending a wave of heat and desire through her. She could never get enough of Brody’s touch, not even if she lived to be a hundred.
“Let’s skip dinner,” he murmured, then dipped his head to kiss her.
Her pulse raced as his tongue teased hers with long, sensual strokes.
It took all her willpower to pull back. “We can’t.” When he grumbled, she added, “Come on, it’s one little dinner. I’ll make it worth your while…”
His eyes lit up. “How?”
She laughed. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”
“For you, I’d wait forever. In fact, I’d do just about anything you asked.” His gaze softened. “I love you that much, Mrs. Croft.”
She leaned closer and brushed her lips over his. “I love you, too…so let’s get this dinner over with so I can get you home and show you exactly how much.”
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