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      Brooklyn Jameson’s career might be as glamorous as she’d expected when she became a private investigator, but it pays the bills. Or at least it used to. In dire financial straits, she no longer has the luxury of saying no to jobs if she wants to pay her bills—which is how she ends up in a tree, spying on a billionaire who’s accused of dognapping. Not her finest moment.

      Levi Turnbull made his fortune by creating tech that melds exercise with video games. It sounded great at the time, but now he’s got more money than he knows what to do with and he’s bored out of his mind waiting for the next game to launch. When he realizes a neighbor has been neglecting his dog, he takes matters into his own hands—by taking the dog. If he’s been trolling the neighbor ever since with hilarious fliers around the area… Well, he’s only human. When he finds a pretty redhead trespassing on his property in search of the missing dog, he sees the ultimate distraction until the launch.

      Brooklyn initially agrees to a date in order to get close enough to Levi to find evidence of his dognapping—but that motivation gets complicated when they end up in bed together. She’s unable to resist his charm, and as they grow closer, Brooklyn can’t avoid the truth—not only did Levi steal a million dollar dog…he’s in danger of stealing her heart, too.
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      Brooklyn Jameson stared at the man across the desk from her, wondering when her life had taken a hard-right turn into the truly absurd. Being a private investigator sounded glamorous when she was eighteen and desperate to stick it to her parents, but now, thirteen years later, the shine had more than worn off. There was nothing glamorous about long nights camped out in her car, eating too much fast food and drinking a terrifying amount of bitter coffee, waiting to catch cheating spouses in the act.

      This potential client was a new low, though, even for her.

      She pressed her lips together and calculated how far off from making rent she was this month. Too far. Cora could cover the difference, but that wasn’t a path she wanted to go down. Brooklyn didn’t do handouts—not even from her best friend. She had to take this case. No help for it. She huffed out a breath. “Let me make sure I have this right.”

      The man sitting in the sole chair on the other side of her desk looked as out of place as a peacock who wandered into a desert. There was nothing overtly ostentatious about how he was dressed, but she’d grown up with money, and she knew what rich looked like. Richard Fisk was rich, born and bred. He cleared his throat. Since sitting down five minutes ago, he hadn’t stopped looking around her office like he expected to catch Ebola from every surface he touched.

      She looked around the space, trying to see it from his point of view. Both the desk and the chairs they sat on were secondhand, mostly because the only time she was here was to take clients. The beige paint on the walls probably would have been at home in a prison or insane asylum… Damn, maybe I should get a fake pot of flowers or something to liven up the place.

      The only rich clients she dealt with were acquaintances of Cora, and she went to them instead of having them set foot in the office.

      Since he didn’t answer, other than to give her a nervous nod, like he thought she might… Brooklyn didn’t even know what. He was nervous and twitchy, but angry enough that he’d managed to get over himself and walk through her door. She sighed. “You bought a dog—”

      “Tibetan Mastiff. He’s worth over a million, and that’s not even counting stud fees.”

      She was relatively sure stud fees were exclusively for the horse world, but Brooklyn wasn’t exactly an animal person, so she could be wrong. “Yes, a Tibetan Mastiff. You purchased this dog earlier this year—”

      “In March.”

      She held onto her temper through sheer force of will, reminding herself yet again that, short of bowing to her parents’ wishes and cleaving to the plan they’d set out for her—marriage and babies and none of that work nonsense—she didn’t have the luxury of turning down a paying client. No matter how often the client interrupted her. “So you’ve said. And your dog went missing a week ago.”

      “He was stolen. Which I already told you.”

      “Yes, yes, you did.” It was entirely possible he was telling the truth. It was just as likely that he’d bought a stupidly expensive animal and then moved on to the next bright and shiny thing he could spend his daddy’s money on. He hadn’t even bothered to chip… She checked her notes. Barbaras. Who the hell named their dog Barbaras? If he had chipped him, it would have taken all of thirty seconds to track the dog’s location.

      Richard shoved a flier across her desk to her. “See for yourself.”

      She gingerly picked up the flier, and stared. Whoever had taken Richard’s dog didn’t seem to like Richard much. The picture on the paper depicted the giant beast—the dog looked more like a lion than a canine—next to a masked man giving the camera a thumbs-up. The caption read: Have you seen your dog? He’s mine now. I love him. Funny. “And you think you know who this man is?”

      “I don’t think I know. I do know. Not that the goddamn police will believe me.” He pointed a shaking finger at the paper. “That’s Levi Turnbull. He’s had it out for me since he moved into our neighborhood. He’s trash, and this is exactly the sort of shit he’d pull.”

      She knew of Levi Turnbull—the whole damn city did—though she’d never met him in person. He was a geeky tech wiz, and he’d invented a video game that had become a worldwide phenomenon. She hadn’t played the game, but she’d watched all three of the movies—so far—that the game had spawned, and they weren’t half bad. Not that Levi himself had his hands on every aspect of the empire his popularity had created, but still.

      Brooklyn also had the inside bonus because Levi happened to be friends with the guy currently head over heels in love with her roommate and best friend, Cora Landers. Oh, what tangled webs we weave. She wasn’t sure if that connection would count for her or against her, but at least she had an inside edge if she needed it.

      None of that explained why her potential client had a hard-on for the guy. “Is there a reason you think it’s him, specifically?”

      Richard turned the color of a ripe plum, his knuckles white as he gripped the arms of the poor chair. “That bastard has had it out for me since he moved in. He’s a piece of shit.”

      She tapped a finger on her desk. This reeked of a private vendetta, and the last thing she needed was to get involved in something like that—especially since Levi would likely be a groomsman at Cora and Jack’s wedding, and there was nothing like a restraining order to put a damper on a good time.

      But money was money. “Let’s talk fees.” She named an amount, doubling her usual charge.

      “Done.” He didn’t blink.

      Should have quoted him a higher price. “I require half the money up front. I’ll set up surveillance of his property and attempt to get photographic evidence that he is, in fact, responsible. I’ll also put out feelers in case he’s not.”

      “That’s not necessary.” Richard pulled out his wallet and smacked a huge wad of cash onto her desk. “I know it’s him. Don’t waste your time looking elsewhere. Here’s your full fee. I’ll double it if you get my dog back.”

      Brooklyn blinked at the cash. Didn’t see that coming. “You understand that I might not be able to prove anything.”

      “You have a reputation.” He smirked when she raised her eyebrows. “What? You don’t think I found you by accident. You caught a friend of mine in a, let’s call it a questionable situation. Your pictures were the reason his wife is walking away with sixty percent of everything he owns. Billy covered his tracks and the other P.I.s she’d sent after him came up with nothing. You found what they missed. You’ll find that fucking dog.”

      Motherfuckering Billy Reynolds. He was a philanderer with a taste for what he called “exotic” women. Talk about racist bullshit. She’d set up a bug in his car and, though the recordings were technically illegal and she hadn’t shared them with the wife, the things he’d said… Yeah, that guy had been a class act.

      Richard considering him a friend was a giant red flag waving in front of her face.

      This is a bad idea.

      Too late. I need the money and I won’t see an offer that pays anywhere near what this one will—no matter how strange it is. She took the cash. “I’ll start tonight.”

      Richard smiled. “Perfect.”

      As soon as the door closed behind him, she shut her laptop, folded up the flier and tossed it into her purse, and threw on a light jacket. The sooner she got this done, the sooner she would get the rest of that money. That means a couple months’ worth of rent. I could afford to take Cora out for dinner for once. Not that her best friend minded footing the bill, but it was a point of pride. She wasn’t a mooch. She just didn’t have the disposable funds that a child-star-turned-divorce-attorney did. I chose the wrong profession.

      Levi Turnbull lived in Cantwell. It was quieter than most of the options in his income bracket—the average listing price was a cool ten million—with lots of trees and each house sitting well back on acreage. Video game tech is the place to be, apparently. Her old Honda Civic might as well have been a cockroach in the middle of a spotless kitchen. She cruised past the street that was now essentially owned by Levi Turnbull. Turnbull is a terrible last name.

      And she was most definitely stalling.

      Just don’t get arrested. Cora is getting tired of bailing you out.

      Sometimes her job took her into weird places, and cops tended to frown upon things like trespassing. Throw in Brooklyn’s temper and a mouth could get a wee bit away from her, and it all added up to trouble. How her parents thought she could be a debutante was beyond her. She’d always preferred scraped knees and living on the edge to the life they wanted to confine her into.

      Twenty-eight and still rebelling against your parents. You, Brooklyn Jameson, are a gem.

      She parked and climbed out of her car, mostly to get out of her own head. Her camera wasn’t fancy—she couldn’t bring anything too bulky unless she had a place to set up—but it would do the job. Staking out a billionaire whose neighbor was accusing him of stealing his million-dollar dog… Life was weird. Weirder than normal.

      She’d scoped out the place on Google Maps before driving over, but Google hadn’t updated since Levi moved in, so the information was less than helpful. Levi had apparently bought the three lots at the end of a dead-end street, ensuring as much privacy as one was likely to get this close to LA. Even with the construction, it appeared he’d left most of the trees—a point in her favor.

      The coverage should provide a legit place to figure out the best way to go about getting evidence that he was the dog thief in question.

      Brooklyn shot a look down the street and scaled the short fence before she could think of the dozen reasons why it was a bad idea. They were bitches to climb, and there was the added risk of motion sensors or cameras or whatever the hell rich people dreamed up to protect their precious possessions. But the alternative was to try to go around the coast by boat and that was…not an option.

      The trek to get within sight of the house was made treacherous between the trees and the growing dark, but she managed with only cursing under her breath. Once she was close enough, she found a promising tree, gritted her teeth, and scrambled up. She was only mostly out of breath by the time she found a branch to sit on, her long hair tangling in the leaves. Just another terrible life choice in a long history of terrible life choices.

      She surveyed the house. It was too big to see all of it, but she had a good view of the west corner, which was lit up as if in welcome. Thank you, Levi. I appreciate you making it easy on me. The house might be massive, but with a dog that looked like a freaking lion, it shouldn’t be too hard to figure out if there was any truth behind Richard’s suspicions.

      She pulled the binoculars she always carried with her out of her purse since this camera wouldn’t zoom as well as her other one. First, she needed to confirm the dog was there. Then, she’d come back with the proper tools to get her evidence.

      There was a man in the downstairs room—living room—who looked like he were having one hell of a day. Brooklyn frowned. He looked like he was…herding something? She adjusted the zoom on her binoculars and watched as a large dog—a mutt with strong blue heeler vibes—leaped onto the pristine white couch, leaving muddy footprints everywhere, followed by a cat who was almost as large as a dog…followed by another dog who was small enough to fit in her purse. “What the hell?”

      The man snatched up the dog, his mouth moving as he must be delivering a blistering lecture. The dog’s ears drooped, and its tail went between its legs, but the second the man’s hold shifted, it was out of his hands and off again. He disappeared for a few seconds, reappearing with the cat and the smaller dog beneath each arm, and he hustled them through a doorway leading deeper into the house.

      Brooklyn laughed softly. She might not be an animal person, but she sympathized with the beleaguered man. As entertaining as the show was, they weren’t what she was looking for. She shifted her attention to each of the downstairs windows, but they didn’t reveal any giant animals conveniently standing there, waiting for her to find them.

      Movement in an upstairs window caught her eye. She looked up and froze. She’d seen pictures of Levi Turnbull before, and he was attractive in a gruff man-bear sort of way—shaggy dark hair and beard that was trimmed to a reasonable length. He didn’t seem to like reporters that much—something she could sympathize with. He never left his house without a uniform of dark sunglasses and ugly gray sweatshirts that were almost interchangeable.

      He wasn’t wearing one of those sweatshirts now.

      He stood shirtless, talking to someone she couldn’t see. Her hormones surged, and that was the only excuse she had for lingering on the muscles lining his back, touching on the dimples peeking out of the top of his low-slung jeans. Sweet baby Jesus.

      Apparently, this job wasn’t going to be all that bad if she got to creep on him while figuring out if he was a dog-stealing bastard like Richard accused him of being.
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      “Sir, there’s an intruder. Do you want me to call the police?”

      Levi Turnbull cast a severe look at the trio of cats who had taken up residence on his favorite Britney Spears shirt the second he laid it on the bed. “You three are menaces. Every single one of you.” That didn’t stop him from petting Sookie, earning a rumbling purr.

      “Sir? The intruder?”

      He sighed. “Yes, I heard you the first time.” He turned to where Henry stood, holding a tablet with video of said intruder on it. Roughly once a month, they had to deal with this kind of issue. Sometimes it was curious teenagers, but more often than not, it was Levi’s delightful stalker. He had no idea what he’d done to earn the obsession of a housewife in her mid-fifties, but Blanche snuck onto his property on a regular basis and had to be escorted home. Technically, she hadn’t done anything sinister beyond trespassing, but she’d created a fictional relationship between the two of them in her head, and he wasn’t too keen on finding out what she’d do once that illusion was shattered.

      But it wasn’t Blanche who was sitting in a tree, binoculars glued to her face.

      He frowned and moved closer to the screen, but the angle wasn’t a good one, and the picture wasn’t particularly clear. “What’s she doing?”

      “Observing you in your current state of undress,” Henry’s voice was as dry as the grave, making it impossible to tell if he was joking or not. Levi chose to believe the former.

      “A peeping tom. That’s new.” He ran a hand across his jaw. “Well, better bring her in.”

      “Sir?”

      “I want to talk to her and figure out what she’s up to. Calling in Cantwell’s finest will just spook her, and then we’ll never get our answers.” He thought he delivered the mini speech convincingly enough, but Henry’s raised eyebrows told him otherwise. The man had worked for him since his game, Bloodsport, had brought in his first million, and over the years, Henry had never hesitated to silently let Levi know when he thought he was fucking up.

      Apparently, this numbered among them.

      But, holy hell, Levi was so goddamn bored. Taking a month off before the launch of his newest game had been the worst idea he’d ever had. He was a week in and already getting himself into trouble looking for something to alleviate the tedium. He wasn’t about to pass up a shot at a distraction. He shot a look at Henry. “What are you waiting for? Retrieve her.”

      Henry gave an almost inaudible sigh. “Yes, sir.”

      He waited for the man to leave the room before he walked into his closet and threw on the first shirt he laid hands on—a comic T-shirt. It was one of many he wore on a regular basis. He was capable of pulling off a suit for business bullshit—it put the right foot forward in any given encounter—but for his time at home, jeans and cotton shirts were the name of the game.

      A yowl had him parting the shirts and frowning. “Eric, what the hell are you doing back here?”

      The Persian climbed to his feet and stretched as if he hadn’t just demanded Levi’s attention. Once he was done feigning boredom, he went up on his hind legs and meowed. Levi shook his head. “You would decide to love me at the exact moment that I’m about to meet my peeping tom. Oh well, it’ll give her a story to tell.” He bent down enough for Eric to crawl on his shoulders, draping himself there like a furry scarf.

      Levi kept a hand on him, but the cat had never fallen before. As long as Levi didn’t make any sudden movements, he wouldn’t this time, either. He caught sight of himself in the mirror as he headed for the door and snorted. He looked like a crazy person, an image that wasn’t helped when Brienne and Ramsey raced to intertwine with his feet the second he walked into the hallway. Both dogs panted happily, the mud on their paws having left a trail on the wood floor. He raised his eyebrows. “You two have been up to no good.”

      Ramsey barked, as much affirmation as he needed.

      “Thought as much.” He really needed to give his people another raise since bringing the blue heeler on. Ramsey created more chaos than the rest of the animals combined, and he roped poor Brienne into it as well. The Chihuahua yipped, and he bent to pick her up, too. “Yes, yes, you’re an innocent in all this.”

      He headed for the foyer, Ramsey at his heels playing the part of a well-trained pup. He saw Henry first, the set of his shoulders speaking volumes. Whoever this woman was, he didn’t approve. Levi put on his best forbidding expression—well aware that Eric and Brienne would counteract it—and made his way to the bottom of the stairs. “Trespassing is illegal last time I checked.”

      “It is.” She didn’t look particularly dangerous—or repentant—but neither did Blanche, and the last time she’d snuck onto his property, she’d had a pair of scissors on her. She claimed up and down and sideways that they were to help her create him a new shirt, but he’d upped security. Appearances could be deceiving.

      That didn’t stop this woman from looking like the typical girl next door. She had a pretty face framed by glossy brown hair, and though her clothes hid most of her body, she stood almost a foot shorter than his six-foot four inches. Christ, she even had freckles. She looked like a college student who’d wandered too far from campus. She wore jeans and a black tank top under a vaguely military looking green jacket. It wasn’t cold by any stretch of the imagination, but then Levi wasn’t from LA—anything about fifty degrees was a perfectly warm temperature as far as he was concerned

      Henry cleared his throat. “She had a camera on her person, though there are no photographs of you or the property.” He handed the camera over, and Levi flipped through the pictures, only to find it empty.

      There was only one kind of person who would bring a camera with no former photos on it and sit in a tree to survey him—and it wasn’t the paparazzi. “Private investigator.”

      She lifted her pointed chin, managing to look down her nose at him despite being shorter. “Either call the cops or let me go. You’re wasting both our time.” Her amber eyes flicked over where Eric had shifted his position to stare her down.

      “What would a private investigator want with me?” He knew exactly who had contracted her. There was only one person he’d pissed off lately, and Richard Fisk was just the kind of pissant who would hire this adorable P.I. to come after Levi when the cops hadn’t found anything. Still, he enjoyed the way her eyes narrowed when he mused aloud, “I don’t have any vindictive wives—ex or otherwise. I’m not up for any jobs. I’m definitely not under investigation for any crimes.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “Then you won’t mind if I look around.”

      “Oh, I would mind very much.” If Fisk hired her, she was here looking for Barbaras, and Levi had no intention of letting that dog back into that bastard’s hands.

      That didn’t mean he was going to turn her away completely. “Come out with me.”

      She blinked and then looked at Henry like she couldn’t have possibly heard him right. When Henry just shrugged, she cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “You, me, dinner and drinks. Or coffee if you’re feeling cagey. I promise, I’m trustworthy and an excellent conversationalist. You’re here looking for something, and I’m the very picture of transparency. Let me prove it to you.” He wasn’t about to let her find anything, but it would be entertaining. Poking at her would keep him from dying of boredom for the next few days.

      “You don’t even know my name.”

      “You can tell me over dinner. Henry, make reservations.” He spoke without looking at the man.

      Her jaw dropped. “You’re crazy.”

      “It’s possible. But the quirky kind of crazy—not the scary murderous kind of crazy.” He passed Brienne off to Henry, who gave her ear a scratch when he didn’t think Levi was looking. “I’m sure a conversation would put your mind at ease and prove that you’re looking in the wrong place.”

      One side of her lips quirked up, as if amused despite herself. “If you don’t know why I’m here, then you couldn’t possibly know what I’m looking for. You’re all but admitting you’ve done something wrong.”

      “On the contrary—I’ve done nothing wrong, so there’s nothing to find.” He found himself leaning forward and straightened. Crowding her was a dick move. He wanted her to say yes, but bullying the answer he wanted out of her was unacceptable. “Shall we?”

      “No, I don’t think we shall.” She held out her hand, and he reluctantly passed her camera back. “I’d say it was a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Turnbull, but unfortunately we’re at odds—and we’re going to stay that way.” She squared her shoulders. “Now, are you calling the cops, or may I leave?”

      “Keeping you here against your will would be illegal—kind of like trespassing is.” He walked to the door, glaring at Eric when the cat hissed at her. “Behave, you. Well, Ms.…”

      “Goodnight.”

      She walked out the door without a backward glance, and he grinned. “I think we haven’t seen the last of each other, Ms. Whoever You Are.”

      “If you haven’t stolen anything, then there’s nothing for me to find, and I’ll be out of your hair before you know it,” she called over her shoulder, disappearing down the pathway toward the gate.

      Henry passed over the tablet, and Levi watched her walk all the way down the drive and to the street. His cameras didn’t extend past his property, and more the shame. He wanted to know where she was headed. There was nothing to stop her from circling back, but instinct said he’d seen the last of her for tonight. “I’m going to find out who she is.”

      Another put-upon sigh—Henry’s favorite form of communication. “If you insist, sir.”

      Levi adjusted Eric on his shoulders, earning a warning nip for his efforts. He’d known Fisk wouldn’t be content to let it go. Hell, it was his own damn fault for taunting the man with his fliers. Fisk irritated him to no end, and that was before he’d committed what Levi considered an unforgivable sin.

      He made his way into one of the interior rooms where Barbaras had taken up residence. As soon as he walked in the room, Eric hissed and bolted, a flash of white disappearing through the door. Levi shook his head and walked over to the Tibetan Mastiff. The dog was bigger than his breed normally ran, his shoulder hitting Levi’s hip when he stood. He’d be nearly two hundred pounds at full weight, though he was half that now.

      Barbaras looked up as Levi crouched next to him. His massive fur had initially hidden how malnourished he was, but the third time the dog had wandered onto his property, Levi had gotten close enough to realize exactly how bad of shape he was in.

      Initially, Levi had offered to buy the dog, but Fisk refused. As a result, he’d taken him. They both knew he was responsible, and they both knew Fisk couldn’t prove it. Hence the P.I. Levi smiled. He’d enjoy giving the woman the run-around while he got Barbaras back into fighting shape.

      He had a feeling the answer to his boredom had just fallen squarely into his lap.
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      “He asked you out?” Cora Landers speared a wonton on her chopstick and plopped it into her mouth. “Who does that?” They sat on the floor in their living room, an array of Chinese laid out on the coffee table while Property Brothers played on the television.

      Brooklyn still couldn’t wrap her mind around it. People tended to respond poorly to finding out they were being spied on. It was human nature. Even if Levi Turnbull hadn’t been willing to call the cops on her, he should have been pissed at the very least.

      Instead, he’d propositioned her.

      It didn’t make any sense.

      Unless he really was a lunatic who already had bodies in his basement and was looking to add to his collection. She poked at her noodles. “A crazy person. A crazy person who is friends with your boyfriend, I might add.”

      “I met him last month, and he seemed perfectly normal.”

      Brooklyn made a show of raising her eyebrows. “Honey, we live in LA. There’s no such thing as perfectly normal.” If there was, Levi Turnbull didn’t fit the role. She couldn’t throw stones on that note, though. She was a P.I. who lived with her best friend, an actress-turned-divorce-attorney, in a little house on the beach.

      She loved this house. It was one of the few places that she felt totally and completely at ease, though even the soothing color choices—pale grays and blues and sand tones—and soft whoosh of the ocean she could hear through the open windows wasn’t enough to derail her morose mood.

      She sighed. “It doesn’t matter, anyways. I didn’t know what to do. I just fled like a coward.”

      “What were your other options? You could have stormed that massive house and searched for the majestic lion-dog, but then he definitely would have called the cops, and earned another lecture about needing bail money.” Cora ate another wonton. “Or you could have said yes.”

      “Cora, I’m investigating him.”

      Her best friend shrugged and flipped her long dark hair off her shoulder. “For stealing a dog from a man who is, from all accounts, a dick. It’s not like he’s a cheating spouse like the rest of your clients are married to.”

      “Yeah, well, people cheat. That’s what they do.” Her parents had certainly never been the definition of faithful. It was the one unifying truth that seemed to run through far too many relationships, no matter the tax bracket. If the opportunity presented itself, nine times out of ten, even the so-called best of people would jump at it. She didn’t expect Levi Turnbull was any different, though he didn’t have a girlfriend according to the rumor mill.

      Not that she’d looked it up since meeting him. She most definitely had not.

      Research. That’s all it is. For the job.

      Right.

      Cora stretched, kicking off her bright teal heels. She used to dress mostly in black and white, but ever since she started dating Jack McArthur, little bits of color had popped up in her wardrobe. The shoes were the most recent acquisition. “Most do, which is a sad state of affairs—pun very much intended—but it keeps both of us in business. I’ll take that as a tradeoff.” As a divorce attorney, she’d created a reputation within the city for being brutal and ruthless and getting her clients what they wanted. More often than not, that went hand in hand with Brooklyn’s P.I. business, though it was always a tossup if they started as her client and ended up as Cora’s or the other way around.

      “Ditto. Divorce attorneys and private investigators go together like…” Brooklyn laughed. “Well, like divorce attorneys and private investigators.”

      “You should do it.”

      She blinked, noodles hanging from her chopsticks. “You’ve lost me.”

      “No, I haven’t—you’re just playing hard to get. You should go out with him.” Cora held up a hand before she could protest. “I’m not saying you should go steady or start drawing hearts with Levi+Brooklyn in them. I’m just saying that—one, Levi Turnbull is hot enough to be a quirky forest god who wandered out of the Pacific Northwest, and you haven’t had sex in long enough that you really need to clean the dust out or you’re going to start developing teeth down there.”

      “That’s not how vaginas work.” Brooklyn shuddered. They’d watched Teeth years ago and that movie traumatized the hell out of her. “And it’s easy for you to throw around advice with your super hot Hollywood boyfriend banging your brains out every night.”

      She shrugged. “All the same, it would do you good to get a little action. Or a lot of action. I’m not picky. And, after you let him bang your brains out, you could wander innocently around that massive house of his and see if he’s actually a dog thief.”

      “I already know he’s a dog thief.” She’d spent entirely too long studying that flier after her run-in with Levi, and she’d stake her career on his guilt. Even with the full-face mask, his lips were exactly the same as the dog thief’s and, though the flier was in black and white, the same mirth shone out if the thief’s eyes that had from Levi’s during their short interaction.

      All that was left was to prove it.

      “Then I don’t see why you’re protesting. Two birds, one stone. Say ‘Thank you, Cora. You’re brilliant.’ Then get out there and get you some.”

      “It’s a terrible idea.” She slouched back against the couch, finally setting her food aside. “The worst idea, in fact.”

      “Which is exactly why you’re going to do it.” Cora topped off her glass of wine, and then did the same for Brooklyn’s. “You know you are. Don’t bother with this lady doth protest too much crap. And when you’re done with the case—and with him—I’ll kick Jack out and we can lure Jessica back here for a girls’ weekend—too many bottles of wine, too much TLC, and a whole lot of female bonding.”

      Brooklyn took a long sip of her wine. “You’re just looking for an excuse to get Jessica back here instead of going to Texas to visit her.” The house had been a little empty in the two years since Jessica Jackson left, but neither Brooklyn nor Cora begrudged her the happiness she’d found back home.

      But between Jessica falling back in love, and Cora getting serious with the one who got away, Brooklyn was feeling kind of…off. She was happy for her friends. She was. She wished them all the happiness in the world. Their golden lives had just shone the light on how sad hers was. Rationally, she’d known it wouldn’t be just the three of them until they were old and gray, Golden Girls style, but she hadn’t anticipated her being the one left behind.

      She set the wine glass down, trying for a smile. “When you put it like that, it sounds like a not-terrible idea.” At least if she was dicking around with the hot displaced lumberjack, she wouldn’t be thinking about the fact that she should probably buy a cat or two so she didn’t end up dying old and alone.

      And hell if a slow heat of anticipation didn’t curl through her stomach at the thought of going toe-to-toe with Levi Turnbull again.

      

      Levi was almost pathetically grateful when his phone rang. After working his way through every Marvel series, he’d been contemplating diving into a rewatch of the first season of Gilmore Girls, which was like opening up a black hole because he damn well knew he was going to have to finish the rest of the seasons if he did. I’m a fucking mess. He snatched his phone off the couch and answered despite it being a number he didn’t recognize. “Yeah?”

      “Levi Turnbull?”

      It took him a second to place the woman’s voice. “My trespasser. I didn’t expect to hear from you.” Despite the fact he’d fully intended on tracking her down, he was having difficulties. Apparently, there were quite a few private investigators in LA, and a good portion of them were women—and that was if the woman didn’t live further out. It was the kind of search that drove a man to drink, and it would take time to whittle down.

      To have her calling him simplified the hell out of that.

      “You asked me out if I remember correctly.”

      “You do.” He flopped onto his back, staring at the ceiling. “Though I distinctly remember not giving you this number.”

      “Yes, well, I’d be a pretty terrible P.I. if I couldn’t track down a measly little phone number.” There was that thread of amusement again, the one he’d caught a glimpse of the other night. He could perfectly picture her lips pulling up on the edges, the move so subtle, he would have missed it if he wasn’t watching.

      “Seeing as how I can name every single person who has this number from memory, I’d say you’re very good at your job. What are you doing right now? Let’s get dinner.”

      “It’s eleven in the morning.” Now she was definitely amused.

      “Brunch, then. I know a great little place that makes mean mimosas. You can get me drunk and take advantage of me.”

      She laughed. “Unfortunately, this is just business.”

      “That’s fine. I’m a big fan of mixing business with pleasure.” He grinned, knowing he damn well had her. She wasn’t calling him because she wanted that date. She was calling because she wanted access to his house so she could do Fisk’s dirty work.

      He was going to enjoy the hell out of distracting her from said dirty work.

      “All the same, I think I’m going to insist on meeting you in your house.”

      Levi ran his finger along the seam of the couch. “I’m reasonably sure that there is a dating rule that discourages that kind of thing. I could be a sadistic killer, and walking into my murder house would be the last thing you ever do.”

      “And I’m reasonably sure that you promised me just a few days ago that your particular brand of crazy was less murdery and more quirky. Were you lying to me?”

      He grinned. “Nope.”

      “Then I have nothing to worry about, do I?”

      “On the contrary, if you come to my home, I’m honor bound to seduce you. Since you just told me that possibility isn’t on the table, I’m equally honor bound to respect your wishes. You wouldn’t want to put me in such a predicament, would you?”

      She sighed. “I see that you’re going to be difficult.”

      “Honey, I’m incapable of being anything but difficult.” He waited a beat. “Why don’t we start with your name?”

      “What? Oh, I didn’t introduce myself the other night, did I?” She hesitated, like she knew damn well that giving him her name was as much as admitting that they were doing this, one way or another. “Brooklyn. My name is Brooklyn Jameson.”

      He knew that last name…

      Levi filed it away for later examination. He’d figure out what about it was familiar when he didn’t need his full attention on the woman on the other line. “I’ll meet you at Blue Bird in an hour. I’ll text you the address.”

      “I know of it.” She sounded reluctant to admit that much.

      “See you then.” He hung up before she could offer to come to his place again. He wasn’t a saint. He liked women, and he liked what he’d seen in this woman. She was prickly and had a wicked sense of humor beneath that businesslike persona she presented during that first encounter. Levi wanted to know more.

      And if it gave him a way to fuck with Fisk further, he wasn’t a good enough man to pass up that opportunity.

      It was quick work to change into his preferred jeans and T-shirt and head to the quiet little offshoot of LA, where Blue Bird was tucked in between a bunch of trendy coffee shops and an organic food market. The restaurant wasn’t busy at this time of day, and the hostess seated him in the back corner, where he had a good view of the room. He sipped on coffee while he waited for Brooklyn, musing over where he’d heard that last name before.

      The obvious answer was the whiskey, but that didn’t feel right.

      There’s something there…

      And then she walked through the door, and he forgot whatever the hell had been at the tip of his tongue. Brooklyn had traded in her jeans and bulky jacket for a different pair of jeans that were tucked into ankle boots and a short-sleeved shirt that highlighted her curves to perfection. She looked like someone’s next door neighbor, the girl who no one paid too close of attention to because she wasn’t model thin and was what could only be termed as cute.

      As she caught sight of him and made her way around the tables, he realized that the perception was on purpose. Her makeup was minimal, her clothes low-key, and her hair half shielding her face. Where better to hide than in plain sight? It was fucking brilliant.

      She slid into the seat across from him, her gaze coasting over his face in a move he could almost feel. “You look almost normal without the godawful sweatshirt you’re always photographed in. Tell me the truth—do you have an entire room full of them in that house?”

      “Two rooms, in fact.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Do you have a comeback for everything? I don’t remember reading anything about you being clever.” She cocked her head to the side, surveying him again, almost musing. “Though I suppose you’d have to be in order to be a billionaire by thirty-five.”

      “Right time, right place, and an excellent game to hold up a new franchise.” He still didn’t believe it some days. Part of him would never stop being that geek in junior high who no one looked at twice, who might as well have been invisible. He didn’t have any sort of traumatic experiences with bullying like many of his peers—or the chip on his shoulder that seemed to go hand in hand with it—but he never quite got used to being in the limelight.

      She smiled at the waitress who appeared with the promised mimosa, and the expression lit up her face until he had a hard time catching his breath. This was probably a bad idea.

      Brooklyn stroked the stem of the glass absently, her entire focus on him. He didn’t know if she realized how suggestive her movements were…but Levi suspected she knew exactly what she was doing. She cocked her head to the side. “I was under the impression billionaires became that way by working nonstop. I’m surprised you have the time to drag me to a last-minute brunch across town from where you live.”

      “I’m taking the month off.” He grimaced. “It was a terrible idea. I don’t know what I was thinking. But after the last game’s success, I needed to go back to the drawing board.”

      She frowned. “I would think success was the whole point.”

      “It is.” He didn’t know how to explain it—the drive to make the next thing bigger and better and new, instead of just towing the line of what was expected. Trying to get into it with a woman he just met wasn’t something he was interested in, especially since it no doubt shone more light than he was comfortable on his inner workings.

      Levi might like the look of Brooklyn Jameson, and he might like the idea of her in his bed even more, but he wasn’t about to open himself up for her examination. “You know, I changed my mind.”

      “Oh?” She took a tiny sip of her mimosa.

      “Yeah.” He leaned forward, propping his elbows in the table. Her amber eyes went wide, her lips parting in a quick inhale at his proximity. Levi stared at her mouth, slowly dragging his gaze north. “I want you, Brooklyn. I’m so goddamn bored that I’m driving myself and everyone who works for me crazy, and you look like the best kind of distraction a man could ask for. What do you say?”

      She gave a slow blink, and for a second he thought he had her.

      Then she laughed in his face. “Oh my God, has that line ever actually worked?”
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      Brooklyn didn’t know what to think of this burly man. He sat there, all twinkling eyes and flirty words, wearing a T-shirt featuring a little-known boy band from the nineties. Between the shirt, the blue eyes, the beard, and the burly shoulders… God, he was really something. Complicated. A puzzle.

      He didn’t look the least bit deterred from her rejection. Levi leaned back and draped a big arm over his chair. “Is it the sex with no ties that you have a problem with? Or the sex with me?”

      She blinked. Bold. It lined up with what she already knew of him, but it was something else altogether to have it focused solely on her. She answered without thinking. “Neither.”

      “Hmmm.” He drummed his fingers on the back of the chair, brows lowering. “The approach needs work, huh?”

      Against her better judgement, she leaned forward. “You switched subjects fast enough to give a girl whiplash.” Brooklyn realized exactly how close her hand was to his and jerked back. This is work. It doesn’t matter what Cora said. “And, let’s be honest, the line wasn’t great. No one wants to feel like they’re one of many or interchangeable.”

      “Oh, Brooklyn, something tells me you’re absolutely unforgettable.” The joking slipped away from his expression, leaving only intensity in its wake. The man looked at her as if he wanted to set her on the table between them, yank off her pants and feast on her right there. His wolfish grin had her stomach doing a slow turn. “You’re interested.”

      “I’d have to be blind not to be. I mean…look at you.” She waved a hand in his direction even as she cursed herself for speaking without thinking—again. “Were you a lumberjack in your past life? Or maybe Sasquatch’s brother?”

      He boomed out a laugh. “Why confine yourself? Maybe I was both.”

      Damn it. She wasn’t supposed to like him. Brooklyn took a hasty sip of her mimosa. “How does one come from a family of Sasquatch to being a billionaire dog thief?”

      “Alleged dog thief.”

      She nodded to concede his point, even though she was 100 percent convinced he was the one responsible. It wasn’t what Fisk said as much as the way Levi seemed to conduct his life—the rules were flexible. What she was curious about now was why he’d stolen a million-dollar dog. It wasn’t like he didn’t have the funds to just go buy himself a damn dog without breaking the law. “How many animals do you own currently?”

      Levi grinned. “Two dogs, four or five cats, and a very patient iguana.”

      That was a whole lot in the way of animals. She frowned. “Four or five cats? You don’t know how many cats you own?” His house was big, but that was just ridiculous.

      His smile widened. “Eric is particular. Some days I’m the boss. Most days, he’s the boss.”

      “You are…very strange.”

      “You aren’t much of an animal person, are you?” He said it like he was inviting her to confess a dirty secret.

      Brooklyn shook her head. “I don’t dislike animals. I just don’t have time for them or a burning desire to have one. I work weird hours. I’m barely responsible enough to feed myself, let alone myself and another creature.” Why am I telling him this? I’m supposed to be pumping him for information, not spilling my guts.

      “Hmm.” Levi snapped his fingers. “Cat.”

      She shook her head. “No, I literally just said that I can’t manage an animal.”

      “Yeah, I got that.” He leaned forward, his broad shoulders dominating their small table. “You. You’re the human version of a cat.”

      She blinked. “Uh, okay.”

      “Run with this. You do your own thing, you like your independence, but if you came home to a warm meal every night, that would be pure bliss.”

      That sounded kind of nice. She frowned. “Do you make a habit of categorizing people into animals?”

      “Definitely. It’s important to know what a person needs in order to manage the situation to benefit me.”

      God, he was incorrigible. She leaned forward despite herself, drawn in by the sheer magnetism of his presence. “And what would benefit you in this particular situation?”

      “You. In my bed.” He glanced at his watch. “In roughly forty-five minutes.”

      Approximately how long it would take to get her back to his place. Bold. So fucking bold. She opened her mouth to tell him no, to reiterate that she had no intention of sleeping with him, gorgeous lumberjack or no, but that wasn’t what came out. “Let’s go.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “Woman, I like your style.”

      This was her chance to retreat and explain that she hadn’t meant what it sounded like she meant, but Brooklyn just downed the last of her mimosa and pushed to her feet. She already knew he wasn’t a murdering crazy person because he was Jack McArthur’s friend, and Cora wouldn’t abide by someone who was bad news, even if Jack liked him. That didn’t mean Levi wasn’t nuts, but it lowered the chances considerably. If she wanted a one-night stand, this was the way to do it.

      She’d worry later about his reaction once he realized they had friends in common.

      Doesn’t hurt that it’ll get me access to his place.

      Right, because that’s the main reason she was doing this—the job. Brooklyn eyed him. “What are you waiting for?”

      “You’re sure then.” He looked at her like she was a complex puzzle he wanted to solve. Those blue eyes were too smart by half. “Are you really that committed to finding a dog for that douchebag?”

      Nope. She needed the money, but that wasn’t why she was jumping in headfirst without checking for water. Don’t overthink this. Brooklyn frowned at him, going for the look Cora got on her face when someone said something particularly stupid. “Are you just playing with my emotions? Because you were interested and now you’re trying to talk me out of it.”

      Levi pushed slowly to his feet, towering over her. Somehow, he hadn’t seemed as tall the last time she’d seen him, or sitting with the table between them, but he was freaking huge. “Be sure.”

      She swallowed hard. “I’m sure.” She wasn’t sure at all.

      He nodded. “I parked out back. Come on.”

      Five minutes later, she was following his Jeep down the street, wondering what the hell had just happened. She hit the button to call Cora. Brooklyn didn’t know if she needed a pep talk or a kick in the ass, but she wouldn’t last the forty-five minutes it’d take to get to Levi’s place if she sat in silence.

      Cora answered almost immediately. “Hey, I thought you had a meeting this morning.”

      “I met Levi.” She stared at his license plate. AMLLVR. “Is this guy even for real?”

      Her friend was quiet for a beat. “Short meeting.”

      It was like a dam burst inside her. Brooklyn gripped the steering wheel and glared out the windshield. “I’m following him back to his place for what might be really hot sex, and I am freaking out. What is even happening, Cora? This is unprofessional, and I wasn’t that professional to begin with because I’ve lowered myself to taking jobs to catch dog thieves. What am I doing with my life?”

      “That’s a whole lot to unpack right now.” Cora laughed, the traitor. “What did he say to change your mind?”

      “I don’t even know. He’s wily. He looked at me with those sexy Santa Clause eyes, and it was everything I could do not to fall on my back with my legs spread.” She smacked the steering wheel. “What is wrong with me?”

      “Depends on who you ask. We can talk about your crush on Santa Clause another time.” Her amusement was still leaking all over her tone. “Levi’s a good guy. Kind of weird and with questionable taste in bands, but decent enough.”

      “You’re not helping.”

      “Did you call me to talk you out of it or into it?”

      “I don’t know.” If she knew, she wouldn’t need this call to begin with. “He’s clever.”

      “Hmmm, yes. And there’s the sexy Santa Clause eyes.”

      She was never going to live this down. When Christmas rolled around in a few months, Cora was going to do something to remind her of that ill-advised description. Even if it was kind of accurate. Levi Turnbull was a big, burly mountain of a man with an excellent beard and mischievous eyes. “He’s like my freaking kryptonite. How am I supposed to combat all the goodness? He said I’m like a human cat. Who says that? What does that even mean?”

      Cora laughed again. “It means he’s already got a good read on you. Go. Sex him up. Or don’t sex him up if you don’t want to. You’re a grown ass woman, and you can make your own decisions.”

      But I don’t want to make my own decisions. Brooklyn didn’t whine it, but she wanted to. “You’re not making this easy on me.”

      “That’s not my job. Now, if he turned out to be a dick and pulled something shitty on you, that’s where I step in.”

      She grinned. Cora’s vengeance tended to be as vicious as it was ingenious. Brooklyn was a fan of a more straightforward way of dealing with things. With Cora, a person never saw her coming, and couldn’t be sure she was even behind it when shit hit the fan. “You’re the best.”

      “Only some days. Now, I have a client waiting, and I need to get back to her. Unless you need something else?”

      As tempting as it was to demand her friend stay on the phone with her for the duration of the trip, she managed to inject bravado into her tone. “Nah, I got it. I’m going to sex up the mountain man.”

      “Good girl. Call me if you need anything.”

      “I will.” She hung up before she could talk herself out of it. Brooklyn checked the clock. A whole thirty minutes left—if traffic cooperated. She could do this. She would do this.

      And after she blew Levi Turnbull’s mind and sexed him into a coma, she’d spend time searching his house for the majestic lion dog.

      

      Levi hadn’t really expected Brooklyn to say yes. She was prickly and seemed willing to go toe to toe with him, regardless of where the conversation took them, but he’d thought he’d have to lay out a whole lot more in the way of arguments to get her to come home with him. If he’d even managed—the woman was no sure thing.

      And yet here she was, walking next to him into his home, taking in everything with those amber eyes. It was entirely possible she had only agreed to come to get access to his house, but Levi just didn’t see it. Brooklyn Jameson had all the hallmarks of a savvy P.I., and she had to know that seducing him was a shitty way to get anything done.

      He didn’t intend on stopping until they were both exhausted and too entwined with each other for her to worry about shit like whether or not he’d stolen a dog from his neighbor. He’d like to think that she’d fall on his side of the argument, but the truth was she had been hired by Richard Fisk, and unless she was shitty at her job, she’d taken his money and would see it through.

      Since Levi had no intention of letting Fisk have Barbaras back to neglect all over again, that meant he had to keep Brooklyn occupied until she either saw things his way or Fisk moved on to terrorize someone else. Might have gone a bit too far with those fliers.

      He set it from his mind for the time being. Right now, the only thing he wanted to focus on was Brooklyn.

      “This way.” He started for the stairs leading up from the back hallway to the second floor. Most of the main floor was for entertaining—which consisted of his family visiting—but the upstairs was his bedroom and for work. He didn’t normally bring women there, but since Brooklyn was more interested in the dog than in tech theft, he wasn’t too concerned about her being around.

      Not to mention that, it being his time off, he didn’t have much in the way to expose.

      But she stopped in the kitchen and was looking around with a critical eye. “You cook.”

      He tried to see what she was so focused on. Levi liked his space clean and minimal. The white cabinets were complimented with a quartz countertop that was white with gray shot through it to match the dark gray tile on the floor. Stainless steel appliances finished out the look, creating a space he enjoyed spending time in. It quieted the racing of his thoughts, and following recipes relaxed him. He didn’t have to plot and plan and worry, because the only person he was feeding was himself—for his own enjoyment. That was the one perk of having time off—he’d gotten to spend more time in the kitchen and actually remembered to keep it fully stocked for once.

      Levi shrugged. “I cook.”

      Brooklyn shook her head. “That’s just wrong. You’re rich. You created a seriously cool franchise of games and movies. And, to top it all off, you’re attractive and you cook. What the hell, man?”

      He grinned. “I have really terrible breath in the morning.”

      She blinked. Opened her mouth. Blinked again. “Did you… Did you just quote Mean Girls to me?”

      The fact she picked up on it so quickly had him grinning wider. “Nothing gets past you.” She’d gotten stilted since deciding to come home with him, and he didn’t like the change. Stilted Brooklyn made him uncomfortable and feeling like he had to tread softly. He wanted the quick talking woman back who didn’t let him get an inch without her coming back just as hard.

      “You seem to have a deep affinity for nineties crap.”

      “I take deep offense at you terming it crap, and Mean Girls came out later—so did 98 degrees.” He motioned to his shirt.

      She scrunched up her nose. “My point stands. What gives?”

      He walked to her slowly, letting her get used to the idea of him up close and personal. Levi bracketed her in with a hand on the island counter on either side of her. With little distance between them, he could see the pulse fluttering in the hollow of her throat and her chest rise and fall as her breathing picked up. He leaned down until his lips almost touched the shell of her ear. “The early two thousands were a golden time.”

      She snorted even as she cautiously brought her hands up to rest on his biceps. “Only if you like boy bands with bad hair, equally bad teen movies, and chokers.”

      “Rude.” He shifted closer until his hips pressed lightly against hers. Testing. “Guess that means you don’t want to see my sweet choker collection.”

      She ran her hands up his arms to his shoulders, kneading lightly like the cat he’d compared her to earlier. “That depends.”

      “On what?” He had no idea what she was about to say, and it delighted him to no end.

      “On whether I have to have any clothes on.”

      Levi laughed. “House rules—only naked in the collection room.” He scooped her into his arms and waited for her to quit squawking. Brooklyn shoved her hair out of her face and glared at him, but he just grinned. “The stairs are very dangerous. I wouldn’t want you to turn your ankle.”

      “Uh huh. And I’m sure it has nothing to do with you being a big, burly man who’s just dying to show off how big and burly he is.”

      “You caught me.” He started for the stairs. “Let’s play caveman and Jane.”

      “You mean Tarzan and Jane.”

      “Do I?” He reached the top of the stairs and headed for his bedroom. “I think I make a better caveman than a Tarzan.”

      “I’ll say,” she muttered.

      Levi kicked his door shut and shifted her so that he held her around her waist and their faces were level—which left her feet a good foot off the floor. “I’m going to seduce you now.”

      She raised her eyebrows,. “Oh, is that what this is? I thought you were going to club me over the head and toss me onto your bed to have your caveman way with me.” Her sarcastic response was ruined by a breathy tone and the way her body shook against his.

      “Honey, that’s exactly what I’m about to do. Brace yourself.”
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      Brooklyn couldn’t catch her breath—and it had nothing to do with the fact that her feet weren’t touching the ground. Levi held her as if she were as light as a feather, and she was susceptible enough that she felt a flutter of delight at that. She liked that he was massive.

      She wanted to know if he was as massive everywhere.

      She wanted to know right this damn second.

      Levi seemed perfectly content to sit there and hold her and trade barbs, but she was tired of waiting. She laced her fingers through his longish hair and pulled him down for a kiss. His surprise lasted a millisecond, and then he spun and pressed her against the door. Being pinned only highlighted the careful way he explored her mouth, as if memorizing every inch and analyzing her response when he sucked on her tongue, nipped her bottom lip, kissed her as if his life depended on it.

      To have that focus directed at her entire body…

      She shivered and kissed him harder. There was no time for wondering if this was a bad idea or what had gotten into her. She wanted him overwhelming her with his big presence, bearing her down to the bed, driving into her. Everything. She wanted freaking everything.

      But first…get naked.

      She yanked at the hem of his shirt and pulled, but he couldn’t lift his arms without dropping her, and she couldn’t get his belt off with her legs wrapped around his waist and… Brooklyn tore her mouth from his. “Bed. Now. Naked.”

      “I thought I was the caveman in this scenario.” His voice was rougher, none of the teasing she’d come to expect. He set her on her feet and pulled her shirt off, quickly followed by her pants. And then she was naked, and he was staring at her as if he’d eat her alive.

      Brooklyn shivered. “Your turn.”

      “Yeah.” He yanked his shirt off in one of those sexy one-handed moves and shoved off his pants, leaving him standing there, just as naked as her. And he was glorious. Big tree trunk legs dusted with dark hair. His stomach a solid slab of muscle that wasn’t anything as absurd as a six pack. Shoulders that were every bit as good as they’d promised to be.

      And his cock.

      She swallowed hard. His cock was perfectly in proportion with the rest of him. Big and burly. “Take me, caveman.”

      “Honey, I’m going to take you in every way that counts.” He was on her between one breath and the next, guiding her back to the bed and settling on top of her. She shifted, trying to adjust to the weight of him, but then he kissed her, and she stopped worrying about anything but the feel of his mouth against hers, his weight keeping her from vibrating right off the bed with pleasure. It should have been a burst of tongues and teeth that led them right to the main event. Brooklyn was so damn primed, she didn’t need anything else but him.

      But Levi framed her face with his big hands, keeping himself from crushing her by propping himself half onto his elbows, and kissed her as if that was the main attraction. Slow and deep. Thorough. Teasing and tasting and leaving pleasure sparking along nerve endings she didn’t know she had.

      He kissed her like he’d never get enough.

      She needed more.

      Brooklyn dug her fingers into his hair and wrapped her legs around his waist, arching up to grind against him. Yes, that, that is what I need. His cock slid over her clit, the delicious friction almost enough to have her forgetting herself. Almost. She tore her mouth from his long enough to say, “Condom.”

      “Got it covered.” He reached over and fumbled through the top drawer of the nightstand and dropped a trio of them on the pillow next to her. “But not yet.”

      “Actually—”

      He kissed her again, silencing her in the best way possible. God, the man tasted like her favorite kind of chocolate—a little bitter with a dose of sweet. She could lose herself in the feeling of his tongue sliding along hers, exploring her mouth.

      He shifted down her body, dragging his mouth down her sternum and cupping her breasts so he could swirl his tongue around first one nipple and then the other. The tightening in Brooklyn’s core intensified, and she writhed, trying to get closer.

      Levi’s chuckle vibrated against her skin. “Not yet.”

      “Yes, yet. I choose yet.”

      He nipped the sensitive skin beneath her belly button, and used his broad shoulders to spread her legs wide. “I need to taste you.”

      Yesyesyesyesyesyes. She swallowed hard, trying to force a single word out. “Okay.”

      He made a sound startling like a growl and licked up her center. The feeling of his slick tongue on the most sensitive part of her, his beard against her inner thighs, had her back bowing and a cry springing from her lips. “OhmyGod.”

      He slid his hands under her ass, effortlessly lifting her so he could feast fully. Because that’s exactly what Levi was doing to her—feasting. He explored her pussy just as thoroughly as he had her mouth, licking and nipping and sucking until she was panting and speaking words that might as well have been another language for all she understood them. An ongoing litany of yes, ohmygod, more, right there, yesyesyes, don’t stop, don’t ever stop. Her orgasm crested between one breath and the next, spiraling her headfirst into oblivion.

      Levi wasn’t done, though. He flipped her onto her stomach and urged her hips up. His fingers replaced his mouth, first one sliding into her, and then two. Testing her, spreading her.

      Readying her.

      She recovered enough to thrust back into his touch. It felt so damn good, but what she wanted wasn’t his fingers—it was his cock. “Levi, please.”

      “Not yet.”

      She buried her face in the comforter and snarled. “If you say that one more fucking time—”

      He kissed the small of her back as his fingers worked inside her. “You’ll come just as hard as you did five seconds ago.”

      Since he wasn’t wrong—his touch already had pleasure building in time with her heartbeat—she just snarled a bit more. “Now, Levi.”

      She thought he’d argue or tease her further, but the bed shifted and his hand disappeared. Seconds later, she heard him rip open the condom and roll it on. Then his cock was there, pressing against her entrance. Levi squeezed her hip and slid in an inch. “Slow. Nice and slow.”

      Fuck slow.

      She shoved back, impaling him fully inside her. He was big, almost too big, and the feeling of him stretching her stole her breath from her lungs. “Oh God.”

      “Damn it, Brooklyn.” He tightened his grip on her, holding her in place even as his other hand stroked down her spine and back up again. “Breathe.”

      “I’m breathing.” The almost-pain passed quickly, liquid heat following in its wake. “I’m better than breathing.”

      His chuckle was strained. “That makes one of us.” Another stroke down her back. “You okay?”

      “Better than okay.” She wiggled her hips a little, getting used to him. “I’ll be even better than better than okay once you start moving.”

      “God, woman, you really are something.” His hands came down on either side of hers, his chest brushing her back with every breath, his lips against the nape of her neck.

      Then Levi started to move, and Brooklyn lost her damn mind.

      

      Levi used every single tool in his arsenal to keep from blowing his load the second he sank into Brooklyn. She was so damn tight, and the little whimper she let free the second he bumped the end of her had his balls drawing up. He let loose a slow exhale and closed his eyes, concentrating on pumping his hips, gauging her response.

      She laced her fingers through his and pushed back against him, meeting him stroke for stroke. It was devastatingly hot, but what got him was an overwhelming feeling of tenderness for her. They matched in so many ways. She seemed to know what he was going to do before he did it, and he felt the same about her.

      He set his teeth against the back of her neck, playing with the sensitive skin there. She cried out and slammed back into him harder. Levi cursed again. “That’s it, honey. Take what you need.”

      “It’s not…I need…Oh God.”

      Levi unlaced one hand from hers and slipped it between her thighs, circling her clit the same way he had with his tongue earlier. A soft touch to balance out the rough fucking he was giving her. He slammed into her again and again, but his fingers never wavered. “This is what you need.”

      “Yes, yes, yes.” She cried out and her entire body went tight. She came hard, her pussy milking his cock. He fought against his own orgasm with gritted teeth and sheer determination. Not yet. He wasn’t ready to be done yet.

      Once this was over, she’d leave. He had no illusions about that.

      Brooklyn dropped her shoulder. The only warning he got was her fingers brushing the back of his hand, and then she cupped his balls, giving a light squeeze. Levi lost it. He reared back and grabbed her hips¸ driving into her again and again. He couldn’t stop. Couldn’t slow down. Couldn’t do anything but chase the growing pressure budding in the small of his back.

      He came with her name on his lips. Fuck, that was good. Too good. He slumped to the side, pulling her with him so his front pressed against her back, and draped his arm over her waist. “Damn, I should have known you’d play dirty.” He inhaled the scent of them, and his cock twitched. “Don’t go rushing out of here just yet.”

      “Kind of hard to do that when I can’t feel my legs.”

      He grinned against the top of her head. “Trust me, the feeling is mutual. That was…” He couldn’t think of a good enough word. Something even remotely accurate when it came to describing how the earth had actually shifted when Brooklyn walked into his house today. He’d thought sex would be great between them. He’d had no goddamn idea. “Wow.”

      “Yeah…wow.” She twisted onto her back, and he couldn’t help cupping her breast and circling his thumb over her nipple. Brooklyn shot him a look. “You can’t seriously be ready to go again.”

      “Honey, when it comes to you, I’m always ready to go."
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      Brooklyn stared at the ceiling and wondered where her life had gone so freaking weird. She shifted, Levi’s big arm weighing her down in a way that wasn’t completely unpleasant but still pinned her just the same. I should get up and search the house. But with the warm lethargy in her blood, she couldn’t quite work up the energy to make it happen. She lifted her head, eyed the door, and let herself flop back against the pillow.

      Levi rumbled a laugh and slid closer to her, tucking her tightly against his body. “Too much effort?”

      “Don’t sound smug. You didn’t sex me into submission. I’m just resting—I’ll be back to investigating you shortly.”

      “Good to know.” He pressed a kiss to the sensitive spot behind her ear. “What do you do when you’re not tracking down alleged dog thieves?”

      She tensed instinctively, but there was just curiosity there and none of the mocking she was used to. People didn’t tend to be fond of P.I.s, mostly because when she showed up on the job, someone had done something shitty. That’s nothing to be ashamed of. You’re helping the victims. Though it didn’t seem much like helping at all when she hand-delivered news that would break a marriage, even if it wasn’t her fault.

      Brooklyn released a slow exhale. “Cheating spouses, mostly. Occasionally some celebrity wants a specific set of photos leaked, and they contact me for that.” The latter were jobs she didn’t mind at all. No one got hurt, and she’d seen firsthand how shitty the industry could be, both through her parents and through the lengths Cora had had to go in order to escape it. If she could help out—for a fee, of course—she liked to.

      “They really do that, huh?”

      “Cheat? Yes. Most of the time. The divorce attorney industry is booming.”

      Another of those deep chuckles as he shifted onto his side. “I wouldn’t know. My parents have been married since the stone age.”

      She smiled even though her heart gave a strange twinge at the thought of a love that could last. “That sounds wonderful.”

      “It is, though when my mom gets into one of her moods and is up cooking at three a.m. or my dad starts thinking he can brew beer from one of those home kits, things can get dicey. They’re good people, though quirky.”

      That had her looking at him again. “More quirky than you? God save the queen.”

      “So dramatic.” He ran his hand over her stomach and down her hip. “The celebrities. They play the media that deeply?”

      “Oh yeah, definitely. Most of the time, they don’t get a say in how the gossip assholes spin the story, but sometimes that lie is compelling enough that they need to combat it.” She shrugged. “Sometimes, it’s just to get the gossip rags going in the first place. It’s a weird business.”

      “Without a doubt. I try to stay as far away from it as possible.”

      She shot him a look. “You’re smack dab in the middle of it, even if you don’t get screen time. Billionaire Levi Turnbull, one of LA’s most eligible bachelors, tech genius and lord of both geeks and nerds.”

      “I know this is beside the point, but your ability to differentiate between nerds and geeks is sexy as hell.”

      For goodness sake. She rolled her eyes. “Noted.”

      He started to say something, but a godawful yowling rose from behind the closed door. She frowned, but Levi was already moving. “Eric doesn’t like to be confined.”

      “Eric has the whole house to himself, but he needs to be in this room?”

      Levi shrugged. “Cats are particular.” He padded to the door and cracked it open.

      Which was when a cat and two dogs burst through. Brooklyn shot back against the headboard and yanked the sheets up to her chin as the dogs raced for the bed. The blue heeler mix cleared the mattress with no difficulty, but the Chihuahua smacked the edge and flopped to the floor. Levi gave a put upon sigh and scooped the animal up. “Brienne, you really should know better by now. I’m not going to leave your ass on the floor when everyone else is at a different altitude.” He set her on the mattress.

      The moment was the single most absurd of Brooklyn’s life—which was saying something. Three pairs of animal eyes stared at her as if she was hiding snacks. And then there was Levi, standing there in all his naked glory, watching with an amused expression. She cleared her throat. “You’re an animal person.”

      “I would have thought that was apparent the first time we met.”

      When he was holding the Chihuahua and had the same Persian cat wrapped around his shoulders like a freaking scarf. Right. The whole thing just got weirder than she knew how to deal with. Brooklyn slid out from the sheets. “I need to go.”

      “Same time tomorrow?”

      She glared and rustled around until she found her clothes. Levi nudged the dogs out of the way and sprawled on top of the bed, seeming totally unconcerned about the fact he was naked. He watched her dress, and she had to fight the urge to join him for a repeat. He propped his arm behind his head. “Seriously, Brooklyn. I want to see you again.”

      “That’s nice for you.” Truth be told, with her body still aching from what he’d done to her, a repeat sounded kind of nice.

      “You can snarl at me all you want. I know you enjoyed yourself, and from the way you keep looking at me like I’m a cookie jar full of your favorites—what are your favorite cookies, by the way?—you’re arguing with yourself about whether this is a good idea. Let me make it easy for you—it is.”

      His confidence was infuriating and charming, all at once. She pulled her shirt over her head. “This might sound like a foreign word to you, but no.” She liked Levi. That wasn’t the end of the world on its own, but liking him and having her mind blown by his big sexy cock? She might had let her common sense take a backseat when she’d come home with him, but that didn’t mean it was a permanent arrangement.

      “You’ll change your mind.” He sounded sure of it, she wanted to throw her shoe—preferably at him.

      “Probably not.” She was already wavering. The only solution was to get the hell out of there before she ignored all the reasons it was a terrible idea and jumped him. Again. Spending the rest of the day rolling around in bed might sound like heaven, but she had work to do. She headed for the door.

      “Hey, Brooklyn.”

      She stopped with her hand on the door knob. “What?”

      “If I catch you trespassing again, I won’t send Henry to retrieve you. I’ll come for you myself.” The deep tone of his voice was almost a purr—and left no illusions about what he’d do once he caught her.

      Kiss her. Press her against the closest tree. Hitch her up so she could wrap her legs around his waist…

      Oh my God, stop.

      “Then I guess I’ll have to make sure you don’t catch me.” She shot him a smug grin over her shoulder. “And the answer is chocolate chip.”

      

      Levi waited a few minutes, knowing damn well that Henry would appear before Brooklyn had a chance to investigate the rest of the house, and then he got dressed. While he would have liked for her to admit that she just had a hell of a time, Rome wasn’t won in a day, and he didn’t mind a challenge. He enjoyed Brooklyn. He wanted to see more of her.

      More, she enjoyed the hell out of him, too. He hadn’t missed the spark of interest in her when he told he he’d be the one to retrieve her next time. She wouldn’t make it easy on him, but eventually the temptation would become too much, and she’d let him catch her.

      He couldn’t fucking wait.

      In the meantime, he had work to do.

      Brienne and Ramsey followed him out of the room and down the stairs to where Henry lurked. The butler nodded. “She exited the property five minutes ago and didn’t wander.”

      It was no more than he’d expected, but he had a feeling he could know Brooklyn ten damn years and she’d still do things that would surprise him. “How’s our guest doing?”

      “Much the same. The vet will be here shortly.”

      “Send her down when she shows up.” He didn’t wait for confirmation before he headed deeper into the house. There were several doors between the kitchen and the living room where he’d made Barbaras comfortable, and he left the other two dogs well away. They were mostly harmless, but he didn’t know how the new addition would react, especially since he was weakened and in an unfamiliar place. Barbaras could eat Brienne in a single bite. Levi wasn’t willing to risk it.

      “Hello, boy.” He slowly lowered himself to lean against the couch a respectable distance away. “How are you feeling this afternoon?”

      The Mastiff looked at him for a long moment and lumbered to his feet. He moved steadier than he had even a few days ago as he sidled closer and lay down just out of reach. Levi didn’t try to pet him or make any move closer—he just kept up an ongoing commentary in a low voice meant to soothe.

      Without intending to, he found himself talking about Brooklyn. “She’s a puzzle, to be sure. She’s smart and has all the markings of someone too clever to be in the business of hunting down a dog thief, but here she is. And damn direct. I like that. She doesn’t care who I am or what my net worth is. She totally used me for my body today and then walked off as if it didn’t mean anything.” Hell, he even liked that about her. She hadn’t messed around, hadn’t been overly nice or mean or anything—she just told him no and left.

      “Sounds like my kind of girl.”

      He glanced up. “You’re a quiet as a cat.”

      Karen Jones closed the door softly behind her. She was an attractive African American woman in her early thirties, and he’d met her while they were both volunteering at a local shelter. The woman had an honorable streak that made her a saint in his eyes, and owned her own free spay and neuter clinic. The nonprofit was doing well, but people tended to underestimate how important it was to fix their pets, which left a never-ending wave of strays to deal with. She moved carefully to crouch next to him and looked at the dog. “Big fella.”

      “Should be bigger.”

      She nodded. “Do I want to know where you found him?”

      “My yard.”

      Karen shot him a look. “Uh huh. Do you know what these guys go for retail?”

      “Yeah. I also know that it doesn’t matter how much someone spends on an animal—half the time they’re in a shelter inside of six months.” He didn’t want to put her in the position of having to lie for him, but he wasn’t a vet, and he didn’t have the know-how to give Barbados a thorough check. “I know he’s malnourished, but if there are other problems, I’m not qualified to diagnose them.”

      “Mmhmm.” She took something out of the massive bag she always carried with her and passed it over. “This dog bears a startling resemblance to the one on this flier.”

      Levi didn’t have to look to know what it was. He still unfolded it and grimaced. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

      “It always seems like a good idea at the time.” She shook her head. “Levi, I don’t care how much you disagree with a man, you can’t just steal from him.”

      This was the risk he’d run when he asked Karen for this favor. She was a rule follower and she expected everyone around her to share that trait. Levi had always found rules more flexible—he was more chaotic good than lawful good. Which meant he had to give her a damn good reason or she’d turn him in. She’d feel bad about it, but she’d do it all the same. “If you still think I was out of line after you check him out, then I’ll hand him over with his owner’s address and you can return him yourself.”

      She frowned. “That’s very reasonable.” Her frown deepened. “He was in that bad of shape?”

      “See for yourself.”

      It was an effort to hold himself still as she moved to Barbaras, speaking in a tone reserved for wild animals and small children, and began to gently touch him. He took it better than he had anything Levi had tried to date, but it made sense—Richard Fisk was a man who’d neglected him at best, abused him at worst. Levi might not share a single common trait with the man aside from the Y chromosome, but the dog didn’t know that.

      The exam took fifteen minutes. Karen sat back on her heels, still petting Barbaras’s head in long soothing movements. “Have you weighed him?”

      “Eighty-three.”

      She nodded, almost to herself. “Too thin. He’s still an adolescent, but he should be one-ten—easy.” Karen met his gaze. “There’s a scar on his right hind leg. Hard to be sure, but it looks like he was hit with something and it broke his leg. It healed okay—puppies are resilient—but the mark stuck around.”

      A slow burning anger swept over Levi, warming him despite the coolness of the room. “That fucking bastard.” Barbaras flinched away from the tone of his voice, which made him feel like a monster. “Sorry, boy.”

      “You should bring this guy up on charges of animal abuse.”

      Levi gave her the look that statement deserved. “He’s as rich as I am. It won’t stick, and Barbaras will probably end up right back where he was.”

      She sighed. “I don’t like this, Levi. Stealing isn’t the right call. It should be a last resort, and if you do resort to it, you shouldn’t taunt him.” She pointed at the flier. “It’s in poor taste.”

      “Without a doubt.” He pushed slowly to his feet and waited for her to do the same. “Well?”

      Another sigh, longer this time. “I won’t turn you in. But locking this guy up in this room—no matter how nice—isn’t going to be good for him in the long run. He needs space, or at least stimulation. I can’t promise he’ll get used to you, which means this house might not be a good fit for him.” She held up a hand before he could say anything. “I live in a five hundred square foot apartment—no, I’m not taking him. Even if I had the room, Elvis would have a cow.”

      Levi tried to picture her Siamese cat and the big dog in the same room and grinned. “Might be worth the price of admission.”

      “Seriously, though—you need a plan, and that plan better not involve any more taunting.” Karen picked up her bag and shifted it higher on her shoulder. “What’s the threshold for theft turning into a felony? Because I’m pretty sure you’re over it.”

      “I am.” He’d checked the same day he’d taken the dog. It didn’t matter. Levi couldn’t stand back and let the poor animal be abused. What was the point of all that money if he lost his soul in the bargain? “I’ll figure my way out of this.”

      “I sure hope so. I’d hate to have to visit you behind bars.”
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      “You just walked out? Cold. So cold.” Cora grinned, her glee belying her words. They sat on the couch in front of the big floor to ceiling windows that overlooked the ocean. It was Brooklyn’s favorite place in the house and she’d come in here to work…AKA obsess over what happened with Levi and go over the memory in painstaking detail.

      Which was where Cora had found her, and promptly started in on her teasing.

      Brooklyn liked seeing this lighter version of her friend, even if it was at her expense. Cora had a lot of hard times over the years, and since she’d started seeing Jack McArthur, it was like a part of her had relaxed. It was good for her—except for the side effect of giving her the crazy need to see the last of her friends paired up, and she hadn’t stopped trying to send Brooklyn out on dates for months.

      Brooklyn flopped back onto the couch and groaned. “He deserved it. He said he wanted a repeat.”

      “Yes, honey, people do that when the sex is good. One time tends not to be enough.”

      “It was good. Beyond good.” She lifted her head. “Which is the problem.”

      Cora steepled her fingers together and looked at the ceiling as if asking for divine patience. “Explain to me again how this is a problem.”

      “It’s good. He’s funny. And really freaking smart.”

      “And rich.”

      She waved that away. “Sure. Whatever. Richer than Midas. Next.”

      Cora smirked. “You were telling me how amazing he was…and why that means you can’t see him again.”

      How could her friend not see it? “It’s because he’s amazing. I spent a couple hours with him and I’m half in love with him. Infatuated, for sure. If the man had flaws, I couldn’t find them—dog thievery aside. How am I supposed to keep my head on straight when he’s standing there with his sexy self and making me stupid?”

      “You could just…go with it.”

      “Nope. Going with it is exactly the wrong call to make. There’s no scenario where this ends with a happily-ever-after option. There is only him waking up one day and realizing that he had fun with this little diversion and walking away to marry a model or politician’s daughter or a socialite who is a dog personality.”

      Cora raised her eyebrows. “You’ve put a lot of thought into this during the last…” She checked her watch. “Four hours. It’s been four hours since you left him. Is it maybe…just maybe… possible that you’re overthinking things a tiny bit?” She held her thumb and forefinger a bare inch apart. “Why not just roll with it? You never know. It could work out. I never thought Jack and I would ever be a thing, but it is a thing and the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      “See, that’s the problem with bitching about this with my friend who is very much in love. You see love and the possibility of love wherever you look. Heartbreak doesn’t exist for you.” She sighed gustily. “The rest of us aren’t so charmed.”

      “You might not be charmed, but you are dramatic.”

      “Now you’re just being rude.” But she smiled as she said it, because she couldn’t be mad at Cora for being happy. Brooklyn wasn’t even unhappy, exactly. She tucked her hair behind her ears. “It doesn’t matter. I’m going to figure this out, get paid, and move on with my life.” Until she had to see Levi at Cora and Jack’s wedding. Didn’t think this one through.

      She glanced at her phone. It would be dark in an hour, which meant it was the best time to get back to work. Brooklyn pushed to her feet. “Don’t wait up.”

      “Because you’re going back to Levi to have more wild sex and won’t be home until morning?” Cora held up a hand. “I know that’s not what’s happening, but a friend can dream. Should I leave my phone on in case he calls the cops and you need to be bailed out?”

      “No, I’ve got it covered.” Levi wouldn’t call the cops. He’d come for her. She could pretend she didn’t know what that meant, but the thought of being hunted by him over his massive property had her heartbeat picking up. For a tech geek, he had an outdoorsy vibe about him. He could probably hold his own.

      It didn’t matter. She had a job to do.

      If she was looking forward to potentially being caught for the first time in her life…well, no one had to know.

      “You’re up to something.”

      “I’m always up to something.” She grabbed her bag from where she’d tossed it when she walked into the house and headed for the door. “I’ll text later.”

      “Be safe!”

      “Always.” And then she was out into the fading warmth of the day. Levi would be expecting her to come in from the same side of the property she’d used before. She’d have to figure something else out. If I was an eccentric billionaire, where would I hide a million-dollar lion dog?

      Inside. Interior room. Somewhere she wouldn’t be able to photograph from a distance.

      That said, a big dog like that had to need a decent amount of room to move around in. Unless Levi was hiding an interior garden or courtyard—which she wouldn’t put past him—he would have to bring the animal outside for bathroom breaks, right?

      She just needed to be there for the right one. Simple. Easy.

      And what happens then?

      The second she turned over the pictures to Richard Fisk, he’d go to the police and try to have Levi arrested. This wasn’t petty theft. He’d essentially stolen a cool million from the guy, and the cops wouldn’t care about his reasoning. They’d arrest him and…

      Not my problem.

      Except it kind of felt like her problem. It wasn’t the sex so much as the fact that she didn’t think Levi was a raging asshole like she’d assumed he’d be. Maybe he didn’t steal the dog.

      She knew in her heart that he did, though.

      Brooklyn parked her car about a mile out from Levi’s place. It didn’t matter what she thought she knew or how she felt about this. She’d taken the job. She was honor-bound to see it through to its natural conclusion—whatever that may be. It didn’t matter how little she liked Richard Fisk, or how much she did like Levi.

      If he stole that dog, she had to provide evidence.

      There had been surveillance equipment on the property because he’d spotted her almost immediately last time. She had to ensure that didn’t happen again. Brooklyn paused next to a tree and took a shuddering breath as she imagined how that would play out. Levi didn’t seem the type to make false promises—or threats. If he spotted her, he’d do exactly what he’d said he would.

      He’d hunt her down.

      She pressed a hand to her chest. If she saw him, she’d run. She wouldn’t be able to help it. She might not run as fast as she would if it were, say, the cops, but she’d flee. He’d catch her. There was no question of it. He’d catch her and he’d take her to the ground, and he’d…

      Stop it.

      Lusting after her mark was the single dumbest thing she could do, but she’d never had a mark like Levi. It smudged the clear boundaries she’d drawn around herself in a way she wasn’t prepared for. Brooklyn gave herself a shake and surveyed the property she could see.

      There were no blatant cameras, but this was also the backside of the land. It stood to reason that he’d focus most of his attention on the area people were most likely to come from. Except Levi doesn’t seem the type to leave much to chance. So there were cameras—she just couldn’t see them.

      I’m stalling. This isn’t me. This isn’t what I do.

      It still took her three full seconds to move past that first tree. With each step, the muscles lining her spine wound tighter and tighter, as if she could feel eyes on her. Paranoid. Except she wasn’t. She knew she wasn’t.

      If she was smart, she’d turn around and go home. Then she’d call Richard Fisk and tell him to take his damn money because she couldn’t do this case. Not because there was nothing to find—but because she’d already crossed the line with Levi and couldn’t trust herself to make the right call anymore. Not that she’d tell Fisk that. It was none of his damn business.

      Focus.

      She skirted the boundary of the house, keeping well within the tree line, her ears peeled for any sound that might be Levi. But there was nothing. Several rooms on the lower floor had their lights on, so she stopped to slip her camera out of the bag and crouched low to the ground. She caught sight of the butler dude moving around with the Persian cat on his shoulder. He held himself stiffly, but that seemed to be just how he was, rather than because he didn’t want the cat there.

      She moved on, taking in the kitchen—empty—and one of the living rooms—a pair of sleeping cats with a dog in the middle on the couch. No sign of Levi or the missing dog.

      Brooklyn breathed out a long exhale. Just because Levi wasn’t working didn’t mean he’d be closeted in his house for the next however long. If he was smart, he would have smuggled Barbaras off in the night to a secondary location and stayed there until the heat died down.

      It’s what she would have done.

      Probably wouldn’t have put up fliers taunting that asshole, either.

      She stayed for another thirty minutes, but other than the butler changing rooms and muddling around in the kitchen, nothing happened. Tonight wouldn’t be the night she cracked this thing wide open. The knowledge should fill her with disappointment, but it was relief that had her straightening. She didn’t have to make a decision yet. She could hold off until later.

      Brooklyn sensed the change in the air a half a second before a voice growled in her ear. “See something you like?”

      

      Levi expected Brooklyn to shriek when he snuck up on her. He didn’t expect her to flip around and punch him in the face. He reeled back, clutching his nose. “Fuck!”

      “Shit!” Instantly, she was there, going on her tip toes to try to pry his hand off his face. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry! I didn’t realize it was you. I didn’t even hear you walk up.”

      He gingerly pressed the bridge of his nose. It wasn’t broken, but she’d still knocked him for a loop. “Good in the woods.”

      “No, really? God, just sit down before you fall down.” She pressed him down to the ground and crouched next to him. If the circumstances were any different, he’d have made a joke about liking her being bossy, but the guilt in her face expression stopped him. That and the fact he felt like his nose was several sizes too big for his face. Brooklyn nudged his forehead. “Tilt back. You’re not bleeding, but this will help make sure you don’t start.”

      He eyed her even as he obeyed. “It’s fine. It’s not broken.”

      “You don’t have to be manly and tough right now. I know that hurts.”

      Levi chuckled and instantly regretted it. “You make a habit of getting punched in the nose?”

      “Nope. But it only takes once to know I never want to go through that again.” She shifted closer and bent over to look at it. “You’ll live to fight another day.”

      “Lucky me.” He closed his eyes for several seconds, but reluctantly opened them. Even so, he was half surprised that she hadn’t taken the opportunity to bolt. “We have to stop meeting like this. You, trespassing. Me, catching you”

      She shook her head but sifted her fingers through his hair as if she couldn’t help herself. “I’ll stop trespassing when you return what you stole.”

      There were so many problems with that so-called solution that he didn’t bother listing them. There was no happy ending for him if Fisk realized he’d stolen the damn dog. Levi didn’t regret it, but their opposing goals regarding Barbaras lay between them like a living thing. There was no compromise possible. One of them would succeed and the other would fail, and it would be the end of whatever this fledgling thing was that had grown between them. “Stay the night.”

      She blinked. “If you wanted me to stay, you could have just said something. You didn’t have to surprise me into assaulting you.”

      “Boring. I like to keep things spicy. It’s part of my dubious charm.”

      “Can’t really argue that.” She laughed and shook her head. “Well, at least I know you’re okay. If you can still make cheesy come-ons and snark at me, you aren’t that hurt.”

      Levi carefully dropped his hand and straightened. When the soreness in his nose didn’t get worse, he grinned. “Life is never dull around me.”

      “I’m starting to see that.” She sat back on her heels. “My staying the night is a bad idea. Anything resembling a repeat is a hella bad idea, too.”

      He met her gaze. She might think it was a bad idea, but that didn’t stop her from wanting it. Her desire for him was right there in the way her attention slid over his shoulders and down to his thighs before rising to center on his eyes. She’d enjoyed herself earlier just as much as he did. It didn’t matter how bad of an idea it was—they would have a repeat. They would have more than one repeat. He didn’t want to stay away from her, and she obviously had no intention of staying away from him. “Come home with me.”

      Brooklyn glanced over her shoulder. “We’re already there.”

      “That makes transport easier.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I want a tour.”

      “Sure. I’ll give you a really detailed tour of my bedroom.” He liked teasing her, even considering their circumstances. She rose to the bait marvelously every time. He never quite knew what she’d say next, and it delighted him to no end. “We’ll start with the door, check out the dresser, the bed, the shower, maybe even the walk-in closet if you play your cards right.”

      “The walk-in closet.” She snorted. “Is it filled with vintage T-shirts like that one.”

      Levi glanced down. “I know you’re not talking shit about Britney.”

      “How many times have you seen her in concert?”

      “Ten. Five more since she started her Vegas show.” He wasn’t remotely ashamed of it, either. The woman had a set of pipes on her, and she put on a seriously good show. But most people couldn’t mesh the idea of him being a Britney Spears fan. Or, worse, they found it creepy and put inappropriate tones on the whole thing.

      Brooklyn cocked her head to the side. “I’m actually a little jealous of that. She’s not my favorite of all time, but I’d kill to get a chance to see her before the residency ends.”

      He stared. “That’s it.”

      “Sure, why would it not be it?” She raised her eyebrows, like she damn well knew what he was thinking. “Your T-shirt collection is strange, but it’s hardly the strangest thing about you. A love of Britney Spears is pretty damn normal. Who doesn’t love her?”

      Just like that, Levi could see himself falling for this woman. The foundation had already been there after earlier, but in their short time together, she never once looked at him with the “if only” expression he got from so many women. If only he wasn’t just a weirdo. If only he didn’t have that many animals. If only… The list went on and on. He liked what he liked, and he wasn’t ashamed of it, but most people he encountered in LA couldn’t seem to wrap their heads around that.

      Brooklyn could.

      He held out his hand. “Come home with me.”

      This time, she didn’t hesitate. She slipped her hand into his. “I guess I could carve out a few hours to search your bedroom. In the name of the job, of course.”

      “Of course.” If she had to say it out loud to feel better about taking what she wanted, he wouldn’t hold it against her.

      But it did force the reminder of why she was skulking around his property to begin with. Barbaras. He couldn’t afford to forget again.

      Levi led Brooklyn to the house and in through the kitchen door. It didn’t matter. She was giving him the opportunity to get to seduce her mind as thoroughly as he’d seduced her body.

      He was up to the challenge.
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      How did I end up here again? Oh, right, I walked in of my own free will.

      There had been no chase, no fight. Levi offered his hand, and Brooklyn practically tripped over herself to take it. He hadn’t even had to try that hard to convince her. I’m a mess. She couldn’t bring herself to care as they strode down the hallway and into Levi’s bedroom. It hadn’t changed much since she was there last, but he didn’t give her a chance to snoop.

      He spun her around and pressed her hands to the door, his big body at her back. “This is the door.”

      “It’s a very nice door.”

      “Mmm.” His hips thrust against her ass, and she swallowed hard, her body clenching in anticipation. The first-time nerves were gone. She knew what was coming, and she knew she would be coming before long. They might not be compatible in life, but their bodies didn’t know that. Levi pulled her hair off her neck and kissed her there, taking his time, the sensation of his lips and beard making her toes curl. “I picked it out myself.”

      Picked out… Oh, right. The door.

      She arched back into him, rubbing her ass against his cock. “You have good taste.”

      “Funny you say that, because what I want most right now is to taste you.” He backed off enough to pull her jacked off and then one hand was on the front of her jeans, unbuttoning them deftly and dragging the zipper down. She felt that tiny vibration all the way through her body. There was nothing to say, though, because he slipped a big hand into her jeans, dipping beneath her panties, and speared a single finger into her.

      Brooklyn moaned and tried to spread her legs. The move tightened her jeans, holding his hand in place. “I need you.”

      “Tour’s not done yet.” He pumped as much as he was able. And then he withdrew his hand.

      She couldn’t keep her whimper of protest in. She spun to face him, trying to shove out of her pants in the process, and nearly face-planted. “Levi.”

      “Dresser.” He lifted her, and walked the handful of steps to the dresser to set her on it. Then he yanked off her jeans and tossed them behind him. “Better.”

      “Much.”

      He stepped between her thighs and kissed her. It was nothing like the last time. There was no careful and teasing exploration. Levi sucked and stroked and nipped her into a frenzy. His mouth drew sounds from her she wasn’t aware she could make. She wrapped her legs around his waist and clung to his shoulders and basically tried to climb him like a big, sexy tree, because she needed his cock and she needed it now.

      He shifted and set her back on the dresser, untangling from her. “Mahogany.”

      It took Brooklyn a few beats to catch up. She looked down at the piece of furniture she sat on and back at the man in front of her, his hard length creating a mouthwatering outline against his jeans. “I don’t care.”

      “You should. It’s a family heirloom. My grandfather built it.” He hit his knees in front of her and spread her legs wider. “It was his wedding gift to my grandmother.”

      She blinked. Didn’t expect that, either. Brooklyn tried to get a better look at the massive piece of furniture, but Levi chose that moment to lean in and drag his tongue up her center and suddenly, she didn’t give two fucks about what she sat on, as long as it didn’t fall apart beneath her. She gripped the edge of the dresser to keep from levitating right off it and looked down her body to meet his gaze.

      The switch had been flipped again. Gone was the playfulness, replaced by that intensity that had tingles shooting down her spine. He really was something.

      She half expected him to rush through the oral, but she really should have known better. Levi hitched her legs higher and went after her clit like it owed him money. He sucked and licked and growled against her skin as his grip tightened on her thighs.

      Brooklyn was so lost in her pleasure, she didn’t notice that he’d half released her until she looked down to watch him again and saw that he was stroking himself. He jacked himself while licking her, as if he couldn’t contain himself and…

      Her back bowed and she came with a cry. “Oh my God.”

      “You don’t have to call me God. Levi will do.” He kissed first one thigh and then the other. “But if you’re going to insist, I won’t stop you.”

      “Shhhh. You don’t get to talk shit when I’m too weak from my fantastic orgasm to fight back.”

      Levi rose and kissed her shoulder, her collar bone, her neck. “Honey, that’s the best time to talk shit.” He lifted her again and walked backward to the bed. There was no warning. One second he was standing with her in his arms. The next he just tipped back and flopped on the bed like a damn humpback whale, taking her with him.

      She let loose a breathless shriek. “Give a girl a signal that you’re about to dive bomb the mattress.”

      “Nah.” His grin widened, and then died away as she slid over his cock. He visibly fought to focus. “This is the bed.”

      She took in the sturdy dark wood headboard and massive mattress. Brooklyn had seen it all before, of course, but she’d been understandably distracted at the time. She made a face at the headboard. “Don’t tell me this was your grandparents’, too—the bed where they made and delivered all the twenty-seven lumberjack uncles you have.”

      Levi laughed hard enough that he vibrated between her thighs. “I think I need therapy just from hearing those words come out of your mouth.” He shook his head. “My grandparents had a tiny bed that matched the dresser. I have two uncles and four aunts, all of whom were delivered in a hospital. And we definitely don’t need to talk about where they were conceived—or even think about it too hard because I’d really like to have you coming around my cock in short order, and that conversation is not conducive for that kind of thing.”

      “Did your feet hang off the bed and drag on the ground?”

      His eyebrows slanted down in mock anger. “I’m not that big.”

      “You’re huge. Massive. Gigantic.” She wiggled her hips and gave him a saucy grin. “I kind of dig it.”

      “Just kind of?” He hooked the back of her neck and towed her down for a kiss. “Honey, you more than ‘kind of’ dig it—and me.” He kissed her again, silencing any chance of protest.

      Not that she was going to protest. She did dig him. That wasn’t the problem and they both knew it. Brooklyn kissed him with everything she had and slid her body against his, loving the sensation of her skin sliding against his. “Condom.”

      “Best part of the bed tour.” But his voice was strained as he twisted to pull one out of the top drawer. She grabbed it from him and tore it open, moving back just enough to roll it over his hard length.

      It was definitely the best part of the bed tour.

      She positioned him at her entrance and sank onto him slowly, enjoying the sensation of him stretching and filling her. She lifted her arms over her head, watching him watch her as she rode him. The expression of rapture on his face made her body sing.

      Damn it, why did he have to be a thief?

      “I can see the thoughts rolling behind those pretty eyes.” He gripped her hips, holding her in place as he arched up and thrust into her. “Focus on me, Brooklyn. I want you here with me.”

      With his blue gaze grounding her, she was helpless to resist. She braced her hands on his chest and rode him hard, slamming down as he shoved up, the sound of their harsh breathing filling the room. She was already primed from her earlier orgasm, and there was something so goddamn brutal about what grew between them with each thrust. “More. I need more.”

      “Then take it.” He hooked the back of her neck and kissed her hard enough that she saw stars. Brooklyn came on his cock, and he ate her cry. She slumped onto his chest, and Levi flipped them, drawing her legs up and out as he fucked her. There was nothing left of the man who joked with her minutes before. This man was all animal desire and wanton need. She reached over her head and held onto the bottom of the headboard, unable to do more than that in the face of the onslaught.

      She drank up every growl, every look he gave her, the feeling of his grip spasming as his cock swelled and he lost control. It was her name on his lips as he came, and hell if she didn’t like that a whole lot more than she had any right to.

      He collapsed half on top of her, managing to keep most of his weight off her somehow, and buried his face in her neck. “Stay.”

      “Hmm?” She was still trying to put together words, let alone process them.

      Levi pressed a devastatingly sweet kiss to her jaw. “Stay with me tonight, Brooklyn. Let’s not worry about all the bullshit. Just you and me until morning.”

      It sounded almost too good to be true. It wasn’t. All he was asking for was a stay of execution. She stared at the ceiling and tried to figure out what the smartest course of action was. It was no use. Brooklyn didn’t care about smart right now. All she cared about was prolonging this for as long as possible. “Sure.”

      He breathed what might have been a sigh of relief. “Perfect.”

      She hated to ruin a good thing—even a temporary good thing—but she couldn’t keep her damn mouth shut. “But in the morning, you’ll tell me the truth.”

      “What makes you think I haven’t already been telling you the truth?”

      She hated that dodge. It represented a retreat, and while she might deserve it, she resented it all the same. She sighed. “I thought we were past this.”

      His sigh mirrored her own. “You’re right. We are. We’ll sit down tomorrow and talk it through—after breakfast.”

      “Deal.” She spoke almost before he finished. Brooklyn wasn’t sure if she believed he’d keep his word, but she desperately wanted this time. If he hadn’t agreed to talk tomorrow, she would have been forced to leave tonight, and an ache in her chest started at the thought. She stretched, trying to push the feeling away.

      No aches. No wishing things were different. All that mattered was enjoying this time and moving on once it was over.

      But it wasn’t over yet.

      She traced her fingers up his arm. “Tour’s not finished yet, I hope.”

      “Fuck no. It’s just getting started.”

      

      Levi wanted to just enjoy this time and worry about the bullshit tomorrow, but he couldn’t seem to let it go. A clock ticked down in his head to the moment when it all would go to hell. If he was smart, he’d try to sex Brooklyn into submission—or at least infatuation. Though she wasn’t the type of woman to let a little lust get between her and her goals, it couldn’t hurt to try.

      But instead, he opened his mouth and started talking. “Why does your name sound familiar?”

      “You drink a lot of whiskey?”

      He drifted his fingers to her side, tickling her lightly. “Someone’s got jokes.”

      She squirmed, but it was as halfhearted as the tickling. “My grandfather was old school Hollywood. A producer, though, so most people don’t know him. My parents never quite broke into the scene—and never stopped trying.”

      That sounded like something he might have known but… He shook his head. “No, it’s from somewhere else.” He felt her wilt and narrowed his eyes. “What is it?”

      “We may or may not have a mutual couple friend in common.”

      Levi snapped his fingers. “You’re Cora’s friend. Damn it, I knew I’d heard your name before. If she’d mentioned you more than once or twice, it would have stuck better.” Since he’d only met Cora a handful of times at this point, the fact he’d remembered anything at all was a small miracle. He liked the woman, though. She was good for Jack—and not just because she’d helped him out of that mess awhile back. “She seems nice.”

      “Cora is a divorce attorney.” Brooklyn snorted. “Nice doesn’t come into the equation.”

      “If you say so. She’s nice to me.”

      “Probably because she has questionable taste in friends. Take yours truly for example.” She said it so drily, he couldn’t tell if she was serious or joking.

      He rolled the rest of the way off her and propped his head on his hand. “I don’t know—I think you’re pretty cool. Obviously, Cora does, too. Don’t you guys live together?”

      “Yeah. We have for years now.” She twisted her hair around a finger almost absently. “A beach house is hella expensive, and between the two of us, we can usually swing the mortgage. It was easier when it was the three of us, but Jessica had to go off and fall in love.” She made a face. “Cora’s probably going to move out at some point, too, because she did the same damn thing. That’s going to suck.”

      His heart ached for her, but nothing he said in this situation would be right. He could offer false promises, because eventually Cora and Jack would move in together. They were already talking marriage, and those things went together like cats and dogs. Levi smoothed his hand over her hair. “You’ll figure it out.”

      “I always do.” She shook her head. “I don’t really want to poke at my potentially depressing home life situation. Though if we’re talking about houses, why the hell did you build such a massive one? It’s just you here, isn’t it? You don’t have half a dozen love children running around?”

      He laughed. “Only if you count the animals. As for the house, it’s my cousins’ fault.”

      “Oh, I’m dying to hear how you are planning to blame your poor cousins.”

      He had her smiling now, which was part of the plan. Levi hammed it up, dropping onto his back and throwing his forearm over his eyes. “Go ahead—laugh. You haven’t been set upon by the Turnbull clan. I have four aunts and uncles, and twenty-five cousins. Twenty-five, Brooklyn. And that’s not even counting the kids they’ve had. Do you know where my family wants to come for the holidays? I’ll give you two guesses, and the first one doesn’t count.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Isn’t it usually someone higher up on the generational totem pole who gets to host holidays?”

      “Sure. Generally. But my grandparents aren’t interested, and so it fell to my mom as oldest daughter, but she has a bad back these days, and she’s too damn proud to admit that cooking and cleaning for a medium-sized army is too much for her. Plus, my parents live in a two thousand square foot house. It’s more than enough room for them, but not nearly enough for the rest of us.”

      Her eyes had been growing progressively wider. “You built a gigantic house so that you can hide from your family when they descend for the holidays.”

      “Guilty as charged and not the least bit sorry about it. My mom and my aunts get here first to start cooking, but they all have their way of doing it. God forbid someone set foot in the kitchen in the meantime. My first Thanksgiving here, I innocently wandered in to get a beer—and ended up having to act as referee while they bickered about whose pumpkin pie was most suitable.”

      “You poor thing.” Her lips twitched.

      “That’s not even getting into the uncles—they camp out in the living room and put the game on at deafening levels. Or the cousins who scatter to the wind. They’re out of damn control.”

      “And yet you built a giant house so that they could spend the holidays together.”

      “They might be out of control, but they’re family.” He shrugged, though he was being honest. Family was everything, whether it was blood or friends who had become close along the way. Levi looked in her eyes and realized she might not completely understand. She had Cora and she loved the shit out of her friend—that much was clear—but he didn’t get the warm fuzzy feeling from her when she talked about her family. “Life is crazy and hectic, and there’s always a thousand reasons why we can’t get together. When Mom stopped being able to host, I saw the the future spread out in front of us, and I didn’t like the look of it. We’d split holidays, all the cousins with their parents, and start new traditions. There’s nothing wrong with that, but I like the crazy chaos.” His mom would have felt unendingly guilty that she was the one who stopped the tradition, even if she’d never admit it aloud.

      Levi had taken care of it.

      Brooklyn’s gaze softened. “You’re a good guy. You know that, right?”

      It depended on who she asked. His family thought he was the best—though they weren’t shy when they thought he needed a kick in the ass. Jack was his best friend, so he had a clearer view, but he still tended to give Levi the benefit of the doubt. He finally stroked his hand over her side. “Chaotic neutral.”

      She laughed. “I knew you were a D&D geek.”

      “I’m insulted that you think someone is ever a past-tense D&D geek.” He grinned and cupped her breast. “I host a game once a month.”

      “Naturally.” She gave him a mock severe look. “You have a room specifically designed for D&D in this house, don’t you?”

      Levi shifted to settle between her thighs and kissed the hollow of her throat. “It’s a very impressive D&D room. Heavy curtains. Low light. Lots of snacks.” Her laugh made him smile against her skin as he slid lower. “It’s on the west side of the house. We even open the curtains sometimes to see the amazing sunsets while we’re playing.” They were all businessmen of varying degrees, and not a single one of them fit the old stereotype. Which wasn’t to say they never had. Levi had a couple years of unfortunate braces—and headgear—when he was in junior high, and they’d all suffered from teenage acne and poor clothing choices.

      “Mmm.” She hissed out a breath when he kissed her hipbone. “Sounds like you have the perfect life.”

      “Hardly.” He took his time dragging his mouth across her lower stomach. He liked the sight of goosebumps rising in the wake of his touch and knowing he affected her like that. “I work too many hours, and the only part of the job that I really love is the game design. All the rest of the marketing and promotional bullshit is something I suffer through, much to my team’s dismay. I’m nowhere near political enough to push the company to the next level because I never planned on leading it in the first place. I’m failing my team in that way.” He’d tried. Fuck, he’d tried so hard. But it was deathly boring, and he’d dropped the ball.

      Brooklyn sifted her fingers through his hair. “Your game is the top selling RPG in the last decade and has been made into a couple movies—not straight-to-video B movies, either. Actual big time movies. I’d say you’re doing just fine.”

      He kissed her other hip. “I had nothing to do with the movies, other than signing away the rights.”

      “Shut up and take a compliment. You might not like all aspects of your job, but you’re hardly failing your team.” She propped herself up on her elbows.  “Damn it, Levi, I do like you.” Brooklyn flopped onto her back. “This is bad.”

      “Nah, it’s not bad at all.” He nipped her inner thigh. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      “We’re talking right now.”

      Instead of answering, he dropped his head and licked her. Things had gotten deep surprisingly fast, and he needed to reel them back before Brooklyn got spooked. This is something they were good at, that they could do to pretend the end wasn’t bearing down on them like a goddamn freight train. They could lose themselves in each other and forget everything else.

      At least until morning.
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      Brooklyn woke up slowly. She stretched, enjoying the feeling of expensive sheets against her naked skin, and the warmth still fading from where Levi had spooned her all night long. They’d had sex half a dozen times, him waking her with his mouth or hands, and her body ached in delicious places from what he’d done to her.

      But it was morning now.

      She didn’t want to open her eyes, didn’t want for this all to end, but that was the coward’s way out. She was many things, but she refused to have a coward numbered among them. It was time to face the music.

      She opened her eyes and looked around. As suspected, Levi wasn’t there, though the impression of his body still marked the sheets next to her. In the middle of his pillow was a bright pink sticky note. She rolled over and picked it up, smiling at his chicken scratch handwriting. At least one thing about him isn’t perfect. It read: Hope you like blueberry pancakes.

      She buried her face in his pillow and inhaled deeply. God, he smelled good. Crisp and clean and masculine. Her hand automatically skimmed down her stomach as memories of what they’d done last night bombarded her in explicit detail. Bad hand. As hot as it was to play with herself while Levi was downstairs cooking her breakfast, the night was over and morning had come.

      With a sigh, she climbed out of the bed. It was tempting to pull on one of his massive shirts and pad downstairs on bare feet, but she didn’t know if she could keep have the talk they were due for if she didn’t have her real clothes on. Wearing his felt like too much of an invitation, or like she was trying to manipulate him into…she didn’t even know. No matter which way she swung it, though, she was sending the wrong damn message.

      Stop stalling and get dressed.

      She did. The one concession to time she made was to stop in his bathroom and brush her teeth with her finger because the alternative of morning breath wasn’t something she could live with. And then there was nothing else to stall with that wouldn’t make it look exactly like it was stalling. What if I turn the case down and return the money?

      Richard Fisk would just send someone else, and the end result would be the same—minus her actually getting the money she desperately needed. No, there was no other way. Either Levi was innocent—something she highly doubted—or she needed to provide proof, get paid, and move on with her life.

      No matter how much it hurt.

      She found Levi in the kitchen wearing a frilly apron and wielding a pan with four pancakes in it. A pair of cats—one orange stripes and one black—sat on the counter and watched him closely while pretending they didn’t give a damn. He gave her a tight smile. “Right on time.” Then he flipped the pancakes and set the pan back on the stove. The kitchen island was equipped with two plates, two glasses of orange juice, two mugs of coffee, and a giant boat of what looked like maple syrup.

      Brooklyn slid into the closest chair. “Coffee and orange juice.”

      “The only way to start the morning.” He slid two pancakes onto her plate and the other two onto his. “I’ll make more in a minute, but these are best enjoyed warm.”

      She opened her mouth, but reconsidered before she said anything. There was no harm in waiting until after they’d eaten to get into it. “Sounds great.”

      “You haven’t had great until you’ve had these.” He nudged the syrup boat closer to her. “It’s my grandmother’s recipe. My mom held out for a girl, but all she got was me. She decided that the only way I’d ever convince a woman to settle down with me was to drill every single one of Grandma’s recipes into my head.”

      She doused the pancakes in syrup and passed it back. “What did your grandma think about that?”

      “She thought it was hilarious.” He snorted. “She would gift me a new recipe book every Christmas with her annotations in the margins of the good recipes. It was horrifying when I was a teenager, but the woman was never wrong about her alterations. I have yet to try one that wasn’t superb.”

      Her heart lodged itself in her throat. Brooklyn’s family wasn’t the worst, but they weren’t big on affection, and it never would have occurred to them to put the time and effort into a present the way Levi’s grandmother had. Those were keepsakes that he’d be able to have for the rest of his life and remember exactly how much his grandmother loved him. She looked down at her plate, her eyes burning. There wasn’t a single damn reason for her to react so strongly to that little tidbit about his family.

      And yet there she was.

      She cut the pancake and took a bite, more to keep herself distracted than anything else. The second it hit her tongue, her eyes damn near rolled back in her head and she moaned. “Oh my God.” She ate half the pancake before she slowed down enough to start analyzing the flavors. “Is that lemon?”

      “Mmhmm. Grandma always says lemons go with blueberries the just like peanut butter goes with jelly.”

      “She’s a genius.” She took another bite and had to close her eyes. “If she wasn’t already in a committed relationship, I might marry her if she made these for me.” She realized what she just said and her eyes flew open. “I mean—”

      “You’re not exactly Grandma’s type.” He laughed, though the sound was kind of strained. “She always said if she left Gramps for a woman, it would be a big, buxom blonde. Grandma has a thing for blondes.”

      “Huh.” Her fork scraped her plate, and she realized she’d devoured all her food. “Tell me the truth—how the hell do you get women to leave the morning after when you make them these pancakes? Because there’s no way they leave willingly.”

      Levi set his fork down, his plate untouched. “I’ve never made these for a woman before.”

      She froze. Surely he wasn’t saying what she thought he was saying. “Levi—”

      “I stole the dog.” He sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. “Not the first time Barbaras wandered onto my property, no chip and with no collar. Not even the second fucking time that douchebag didn’t pay attention to where his dog was.”

      Shock at his anger—the first time she’d seen him show the emotion since they’d met—stole her breath. “Levi—”

      He continued, talking over her. “The third time Barbaras wandered into my yard, he was scratching at my back door and whining. I let him in, because what the hell else am I supposed to do? Ignore him?” He shook his head, looking disgusted. “He was filthy and his hair was so matted, when I washed him, I couldn’t comb it. I had to cut his fucking hair because that bastard wasn’t taking care of him. That was when I realized how thin the dog was.”

      He finally looked at her, his blue eyes practically flowing with rage. It wasn’t directed at her, but that didn’t make it any less shocking to behold. “He’s a good twenty pounds below what he should be. Best I can tell, that fucker doesn’t feed him but once every couple of days—if that. He doesn’t deserve that dog, and if he keeps Barbaras, he’ll kill him eventually. It might not be starving him to death. It could be the dog getting hit by a car or hurting himself while he wanders. Hell, maybe he’ll get picked up by the dog catcher next time, and then he’ll end up in a kill shelter. Is that what you want?”

      She stood firm in the face of his anger. It didn’t matter if it hadn’t started out directed at her—it was now. Brooklyn lifted her chin, the pancakes turning to lead in her stomach. “That’s not what this is about.”

      “That’s exactly what this is about. You want me to give the dog back to that piece of shit—which will effectively sentence him to death.”

      She huffed out a breath. “You’re being dramatic.”

      “Am I?” He shoved to his feet, started to reach for her, and seemed to think better of it. “Come on.”

      There was no arguing with him. She shot to her feet and followed him. Levi led her deeper into the main floor to a room in the center of the house that had no windows. Judging by the chairs and projector screen set up, it was the spot where his uncles camped out on holidays to watch the game…and she really wished she didn’t know that particular detail. It only served to make him and everything about this more real.

      In the center of the room, a giant dog was hunched over and whimpering. She’d seen pictures of Tibetan Mastiffs when she was doing preliminary research on the breed, and they were exactly what she’d given the term—majestic lion dogs. This dog was…not. He was the same breed to be sure, but his hair was cut much shorter than the massive manes she’d seen in pictures, and even from across the room, she could see how his ribs protruded. Oh God.

      “Take your picture and get out.”

      She swung to look at him, half sure she’d misheard. How the hell had he gone from the quirky giant she was in danger of falling for to a stranger in the space of the time it took her to eat a few pancakes? One second they were having a nice—if bittersweet—conversation, and the next he was so furious at her, he was practically vibrating.

      She didn’t know how to deal with this anger. She hadn’t prepared for it. She fought back in kind. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “It’s morning. You had already decided how this was going to go. It was written all over your face the second you walked into the kitchen. I’m simply pushing us past the awkward small talk and into reality. This is reality.” He waved a hand at Barbaras, his voice still quiet. “The man you work for is responsible for this.”

      It struck her that he spoke softly, as to not scare the animal further, and that detail broke her heart in two. He’s a good man. If she was a different kind of woman…If she hadn’t taken the contract… If, if, if. It all added up to her and Levi over before they had a chance to begin. She took her camera out of her bag and snapped a shot of the dog, her stomach turning at the obvious signs of neglect. I don’t see a way out of this for us. “I’m sorry.”

      “So am I.” He sounded it, as if his anger had been used up in the flash, and there was nothing left but weariness. “You should leave now.”

      She knew that, but she still lingered. There were so many things she could—should—say. I’m sorry. I’m falling for you. I’ll find a way out of this for both of us. She wasn’t sure she believed any of it anymore. The bottom line was that he’d committed grand theft. He might be rich enough to wiggle out of the charge, but if she went along with him and was found out, she wasn’t.

      Always out for yourself, aren’t you?

      Yes, maybe. But the bottom line was that this was wrong. “There had to have been a better way.”

      “Maybe there was. It’s a moot point now.” He still wouldn’t look at her.

      There was nothing else to do but leave. She didn’t have words left, and any she could come up with would only make the situation worse. Levi already hated her for making the choice she had to make, talking it out further wouldn’t help. She turned around and walked out without saying another word.

      

      He shouldn’t have let his temper get away from him. That was the only thing Levi could focus on as he sank to the floor and leaned against the couch. His tried to keep his motivation in the forefront of his mind—Barbaras needed him and so he did what he had to do—but all he could see was Brooklyn’s crestfallen face when he yelled at her.

      Call him crazy, but he’d thought once she saw the condition Barbaras was in, she’d be on his side. There was right and there was right, and what Richard Fisk had done to his dog was neither of those things. He might have the law on his side—unless Levi could prove he had abused Barbaras—but he was still scum of the earth.

      Levi let his head rest on the arm of the couch. If he’d been thinking clearly, he would have handled it differently from the beginning, but there was no thinking clearly when it came to an innocent animal being hurt. He reacted, and then he kept right on reacting. It was what he did. His temper wasn’t usually bad but…

      But.

      He wasn’t sure how long he sat like that until he felt a soft touch on the back of his knuckles. Levi opened his eyes without moving to find Barbaras had moved to lay a few inches away and was currently inspecting him. It was the show of trust he’d been working toward for days on end, and he couldn’t find much joy in it when Brooklyn had just walked out on him. He slowly rotated his hand so Barbaras could sniff his palm.

      Brooklyn.

      Footsteps sounded, and Barbaras tensed. He looked over as Henry stepped into the room. He’d given the man a few days off, so Levi was free to pursue Brooklyn without an audience. Somehow, he didn’t think she’d have been delighted to have Henry shadowing her every step when she was in the house. If there was anyone who felt as protective of Barbaras as Levi did, it was his butler. “We lost.”

      Henry’s mouth turned down the slightest bit. “Jack McArthur is here to see you.”

      “Why the sad face? You like Jack.” His mocking tone fell flat.

      If anything, Henry only looked more severe. “Pull yourself together, sir. You look a mess.” He turned and walked out before Levi could come up with a suitable response.

      Not that there was a suitable response. Henry was right—he was a mess.

      There had to be a way out of this. He just wasn’t seeing the picture clearly because all he wanted to do was chase Brooklyn down and convince her to see things his way. He knew her well enough to know that it wouldn’t work. She’d dig in her heels further, and she might even move forward with her plan out of spite if she felt cornered. He respected that aspect of her personality, but he wasn’t a fan of having it pointed at him.

      The door opened again, and his best friend, Jack McArthur, walked through with Brienne tucked into his elbow. Barbaras retreated in the face of the newcomer, and Levi was sad to see him go. His friend taking in the room in a single sweeping look. “You know, you don’t have to steal dogs to keep your eclectic reputation intact. You’ve got the market locked down already.”

      “Ha-ha. Very funny.”

      The smile dropped from Jack’s face. “What happened?”

      He didn’t want to talk about it…except he opened his mouth and words came pouring out. “I made Brooklyn my grandma’s blueberry and lemon pancakes.”

      “Well, shit.” Jack shifted Brienne to his other arm and, keeping one eye on where Barbaras had plunked down on his bed in the corner, he moved to the chair across from Levi. “I didn’t realize it was that serious.”

      “I don’t think it was. We have what you’d call irreconcilable differences. I stole the dog, and she was hired to find the thief and report back with evidence—evidence she now has on her phone.” He could have made her leave without allowing the picture, but a small part of Levi had hoped that she wouldn’t take him up on his offer to take a picture of Barbaras.

      Jack eyed him. His friend was old school Hollywood handsome, which fit since he had been named one of the best up and coming directors of their generation. Even if his girlfriend, Cora, wasn’t an actress anymore, they had become Hollywood’s It Couple in the months since they’d gotten together.

      At least the feeding frenzy has died down a bit.

      There wasn’t much Levi disliked more than reporters, but normally he didn’t have to deal with them the way Jack did. The sole exception was right around the time a new Bloodsport movie released. He glared. “Stop looking at me like that.”

      “Sorry, are you done wallowing in self-pity? Or do you need a few more minutes?”

      “Oh, fuck right off.” Levi crossed his arms over his chest and then realized how defensive that made him look. He fought to keep the volume of his voice down. “She’d rather get her paycheck than help me get Barbaras out of a shitty situation.”

      “If you really think that, you wouldn’t be torn up about her right now. You wouldn’t have made her you Nana’s pancakes.” Jack shook his head. “And you forget I know Brooklyn. She’s snarky, and I couldn’t tell you what was going through her mind at any given time, but she’s not a monster. Did you even talk to her about it? Or did you just ignore the situation until you couldn’t any longer and then act like a drama queen and freak out?”

      A slow burning buzzed beneath Levi’s skin, and he knew he was turning red. “It wasn’t like that.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Levi. The look on your face is saying that’s exactly what it’s like.” He sat back. “The question remains—what are you going to do about it?”

      “There’s nothing to do.”

      That resulted in him being on the receiving end of yet another severe look. “That’s bullshit and you know it. There isn’t a single obstacle that you haven’t been willing to go over, under, or through in the pursuit of what you want. You want Brooklyn. You know it. I know it. Figure it out.”

      He made it sound simple. As if all Levi had to do was decide on her and go with it. “She didn’t choose me.”

      “Was that because she legit didn’t choose you? Or because you didn’t give her a chance.”

      He growled. “Stop being reasonable.”

      “Can’t help it. The love of my life is a lawyer. She’s rubbing off on me.” He grinned. The shadows Levi had gotten used to seeing on his face were long gone, chased away by love for his woman. “But on a serious note—what are you going to do?”

      That was the question of the hour.

      Levi stared at his hands. He wasn’t willing to give Barbaras back to that piece of shit owner of his, but the idea of never getting to fully explore the thing between him and Brooklyn made him sick to his stomach. He didn’t see how he could reconcile the two. “I don’t know.”
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      “Your phone is ringing—again.”

      Brooklyn didn’t look away from the TV, where a couple was arguing over the merits of the house they walked through. She was a fledgling interior decorator who scrapbooked, and he was a businessman who also collected coasters. She wanted a traditional farmhouse, and he was all about modern, modern, modern with a dose of minimalist. In short, their search for a house was as much of a clusterfuck as her current situation.

      “Stop ignoring me.” A pillow sailed over the back of the couch and smacked her in the side of the face.

      “Hey!” Brooklyn finally tore her gaze from the TV and glared at Cora. “Back off.”

      “You’ve been sitting here for ten hours. I went to work, went running, and managed to shower, and I don’t think you’ve done anything aside from do your damnedest to meld with the couch.”

      Brooklyn pulled her blanket tighter around her shoulders. It wasn’t particularly cold in the house, but she liked to bundle when she was feeling down. “The couch and I are very happy together. We don’t need your approval.”

      “Brooklyn…” Cora sigh and kicked off her shoes. She typed out a text as she strode over to drop onto the other side of the couch. “Okay, spill.”

      “Did you just cancel a date?”

      Cora looked down at the short red dress she had on. “What gave it away?”

      Damn it, now she wasn’t just ruining her own life—she was ruining her best friend’s too. If she didn’t pull out of this tailspin, Jessica was liable to break her engagement and come back from Texas and join them on the couch and then where would they be? “I’m fine. You should go and have fun.” She tried for a smile, but judging from the grimace Cora sent her, she failed miserably.

      “Nope. You’re about twenty-four hours from needing a full-on intervention, so let’s nip this in the bud. Last night, you were all grins and happy Brooklyn, then you didn’t come home, and when you did, you came home like this.” She waved at her. “Did Levi do something that I’m going to have to ruin his life over? He’s pretty squeaky clean, but I’m sure I could find tax issues if I dig deep enough.”

      She shot straight. “Don’t you dare.” She realized she’d blundered right into her friend’s trap too late.

      Cora raised her eyebrows. “Mhmm.”

      “Don’t you ‘mhmm’ me. There is no reason for ‘mhmm.’ He and I had hot sex. Really hot sex. The hottest sex. But he’s hung up on being a dog thief, and I can’t be party to that. I got the evidence I need and I left.”

      Something like disappointment flickered through her friend’s dark eyes. “Did you hand the evidence over?”

      “Not yet.” She’d had her phone all ready to call Richard Fisk and chickened out at last minute. It was the right thing to do…but it didn’t feel right at all. It felt like the worst kind of wrong.

      “Then we’re not past the point of return.” Cora leaned back and tucked her legs up beneath her. “What’s really bothering you about this?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I know you, so let’s not pretend I don’t. You don’t give two fucks about bending the law when it suits you. Levi being an alleged dog thief isn’t a deal breaker.” She tugged a blanket out of Brooklyn’s nest and covered her bare legs. “What’s really got you running scared?”

      She put serious thought into pretending she wasn’t scared or running, but she’d known Cora long enough that there was no point in lying. Her friend knew her as well as she knew herself—and vice versa—which was great when it came to most things. Not so much when Cora was calling her on her bullshit.

      She sighed and pulled her legs up to rest her chin on her knees. “I like him.”

      “And?”

      “What do you mean and?”

      “I’m waiting for you to get to the part that’s the problem.”

      She felt stupid saying it aloud, but if she couldn’t say it to Cora, she couldn’t say it to anyone. “It’s only been a couple days, and I’m falling for him. That’s a crazy timeline. That’s more than crazy. I have no business feeling anything but lust for Levi, and yet I find myself wanting to meet his freaking family and spend more time with him and…” She lifted her hands and let them drop. “It’s too soon. It’s way too soon. And he’s richer than God. It’s not like we move in the same circles—you and Jack excepted. It’s only a matter of time before he gets tired of slumming it and moves on, ripping my heart out in the process.”

      Cora blinked, and blinked again. “Okay, let me see I have this straight—you sabotaged this budding relationship because you like him too much. In what world does that make sense?”

      “In our world. You don’t know how it works. You’ve been carrying a torch for Jack for like a decade and then he shows up, needing your help, and you fall madly in love with each other. That is not reality—or not my reality.”

      Cora seemed to be considering her words. “Did you ask Levi how he feels?”

      “No.” She pulled at the knitted edges of her blanket, fidgeting and unable to stop. “He made me pancakes. He said I was the only woman he’d ever made pancakes for.”

      “Brooklyn, you have to talk to him.”

      “But there’s the job thing and—”

      “No. Stop that nonsense right now.” She slashed her hand through the air. “The grand theft crap is just that—crap. It doesn’t matter unless you decide you hate his guts so much you want to see him rot in jail, and even then, it’s a long shot. Since the problem is that you like him too much, it’s a nonissue.”

      “You can’t just decide that grand theft is a nonissue.”

      Cora gave her a look. “You already did, otherwise you would have turned him in the second you had that picture. Now, focus—tell me what you want.”

      “Him.” The word burst out violently, like a face-eating alien that had been brewing inside her since she met him. “But I just screwed things up, and he yelled at me and told me to leave and…” She forced herself to stop babbling. “Okay. Right. Focusing. I want him. Grand theft is a nonissue.” It sounded even more absurd when she said it. “I don’t know how to make this right.”

      “I’d deal with your asshole of a client first.”

      That was a decent enough idea. She stared hard at the TV, thinking fast. There was one possible solution to that side of the problem, but she’d have to be careful how she played it. Richard Fisk might be a leaky dick, but he wasn’t stupid. If he smelled the slightest hint of hesitance, he’d have her brought up on charges alongside Levi.

      I can’t afford to think like that.

      Not if she wanted to do what needed to be done.

      Brooklyn threw off her blankets and pushed to her feet. “I need to borrow a suit.”

      

      Brooklyn made an effort not to pull at the hem of her skirt as she strode through the office building. Jeans and comfortable shirts might be her usual attire, but she needed Richard Fisk to take her—and her threat—seriously, and he was the type of man who took appearances into account. She’d dressed the part of a ballbreaker this afternoon—wearing Cora’s high waisted gray pencil skirt and a black blouse thing that covered the essentials. Her hair was pulled back into a sleek ponytail, and she’d let her best friend do her makeup in an effort to save time.

      The overall affect was that Richard Fisk did a double-take when she walked into his office. Where before he was abrupt and pissy, he suddenly found a chivalrous streak and rushed around his desk to pull a chair out for her. “Please sit.”

      Hypocritical asshole. She smiled sweetly and sat primly in the chair. “I believe I found the evidence you were looking for.”

      He leaned forward in his chair. “We got the bastard.”

      Yes…I do. She pulled up the picture of Barbaras on her phone. “You see, there’s just one problem. This dog?” She flipped it around to show him. “This dog shows signs of long term abuse and neglect that certainly weren’t delivered by Levi Turnbull.” Richard’s skin went crimson, but she wasn’t through. “Considering that California law doesn’t look too kindly on animal abusers, and you’ll be looking at a fine and potential jail time—in addition to having the animal in question removed from your home—I think it would be wise to take a closer look at this dog and make especially sure that he’s, in fact, yours.”

      His mouth gaped open and closed like she’d eliminated all the oxygen in the room. “Why, you—”

      “I have a duty to report any illegal activity I find evidence of, regardless of its source.” She lifted one shoulder, schooling her face to show indifference—as if she wasn’t holding her breath to see how he’d respond. “Unfortunate, I know, but I need you to confirm if this is your animal or not.”

      If anything, the red of his face became deeper. “You’re blackmailing me.”

      “I’m offering you a chance to see justice done. Isn’t that what you wanted?” She gave him a vapid look. “I’m sorry if it’s not the brand of justice you were looking for. Now, please, I have an appointment with the county sheriff that I can’t be late to. I’d like to give him the appropriate information when we speak.”

      A vein throbbed in his forehead. “You’re a little bitch, aren’t you?”

      “Mr. Fisk, please. There’s no need for name calling. We’re both professionals. Please confirm. It’s simple.” She spoke in the tone usually reserved for small children and idiot adults. “I merely need a yes or no answer from you.”

      She could actually see the thoughts passing through his mind. If he said the dog was his, he had to deal with a potential trial over animal abuse. Brooklyn didn’t think it’d get far—animal cruelty folks had bigger fish to fry than Richard Fisk—but it was obvious he didn’t know that.

      Finally, he cursed. “That’s not my dog. I’ve never seen it before. The markings are totally different.”

      “That’s a pity. Then I’m sorry, but I wasn’t able to confirm that Levi Turnbull stole your animal.” She slipped her phone into her purse. “As a professional courtesy, I’ll have your deposit returned to you.”

      “I don’t know how he got to you, but he’s a piece of shit. You hear me? That man is a no-talent loser, and he always will be.”

      You don’t deserve to even speak his name. She kept her mild smile in place. “I’m sorry you feel that way, Mr. Fisk.” Brooklyn turned on her heel and strode out of the office, leaving him sputtering behind her. Phase one of her plan was complete.

      Now she had to move on to the most important part.

      

      Levi spent the day in the office. He might still have a couple weeks’ worth of vacation left, but nothing settled his mind the way work did. Since there wasn’t a damn thing to be done for the upcoming game, he hit the drawing board for the next one. It might be time to move the franchise in a different direction, but he wasn’t willing to make any official commitments while he was still out of his head over Brooklyn.

      It had been three fucking days.

      Three days with no word, the tension rising as he waited for the proverbial hammer to drop.

      Nothing.

      His phone buzzed as he took the turn into his neighborhood and he glanced down at it. And then did a double-take. What the—? He pulled to the side of the road and read the text a second and third time. It was from Brooklyn, but it didn’t make a damn bit of sense. From one felon to another…

      And then his phone buzzed again as a picture showed up. It was her, wearing the frilly pink apron his grandma had given him as a joke on his last birthday, in his kitchen.

      Suddenly, the text made sense. Breaking and entering.

      He tossed the phone onto the passenger seat and headed for home. It was insanely difficult not to speed, but there were kids that rode their bikes on this street. But once he hit the gate at the front of his driveway, he tore the rest of the way to the house. Levi had to steady himself for a few seconds when he parked in the garage, and then he strode into the kitchen.

      Smoke wafted from whatever Brooklyn had going in his cast iron pot, and her frown only intensified when she caught sight of him. “You’re not supposed to be home yet. Henry said it would be at least an hour.”

      “Call me motivated,” he said as neutrally as he could. She was in his kitchen. Cooking with his pots and pans. “What do you have there?”

      “It was supposed to be stir fry.”

      Levi shifted closer to peer into the pan. “I think you killed it.” The vegetables were burnt to blackened crisps and the meat looked crunchy—he couldn’t identify what type of meat it was. He leaned back. “Brooklyn, what are you doing here?”

      “I had a really great apology planned out.” She glared at the pan as if it was to blame. “You’d come back here, and I’d have this great dinner ready to go, and I’d explain everything.”

      Hope bloomed in his chest. “Why don’t you sit down, and I’ll cook while you explain?”

      “That doesn’t have quite the same effect as breaking and entering to deliver my grand gesture.” But she moved away from the pan and shut off the stove. She wrapped her arms around herself, but dropped them almost immediately. “I screwed up.”

      Levi was torn between wanting to pull her in for a hug and wanting to demand she stop procrastinating and explain if she was here for the reason he hoped—or to deliver bad news. He settled for leaning back against the counter. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

      “Tough crowd.” She gave a half smile. “I like you. A lot. It’s seriously scary for me. I don’t do the crazy head over heels thing. I didn’t even believe in it before we met—I thought it was a Hollywood construct.” She bit her bottom lip and charged on. “I got scared, and I let the whole you being guilty of grand theft be an excuse to bolt. I’m sorry. You were right that Richard Fisk is a piece of work and that Barbaras deserves better. I took care of it.”

      Shock stole his words for a full five seconds. Levi had been prepared for… He didn’t know. He was hoping for an apology. He hadn’t expected her to confess she was falling for him. It had seemed foolhardy in the extreme to even consider that a possible outcome. He rubbed the back of his hand over his mouth. “When you say you took care of it, that sounds very sleeping with the fishes.”

      Brooklyn rolled her eyes, her tension melting away. “There’s a big difference between breaking and entering and murder. I just laid out Fisk’s options in a way that prompted him to drop the whole thing. He won’t be a problem any more. Barbaras is yours—unofficially, of course. And you’ll probably want to change his name. Think of it like witness protection.”

      God, he liked her so fucking much. Levi couldn’t deny the urge to touch her any longer. He pushed off the counter and crossed to her, pulling her into his arms. “You blackmailed him.”

      “Funny, he said the same thing.”

      He smoothed her hair back from her face. “I like you too, Brooklyn. A whole hell of a lot. I’m sorry I lost my shit. It wasn’t your fault Barbaras was in that position, and you couldn’t have known how bad it was. Taking out my issues on you was crappy.”

      “Yeah, it was.” She shrugged. “But it just means you were human. It’s kind of a relief to know you have a temper. I was worried you were too perfect to be real.”

      “Never that.” He hesitated. Maybe pushing now wasn’t wise, but he didn’t want to fuck this up and let Brooklyn slip through his grasp. He’d had a taste of what life could be like with her in it. He didn’t want to give that up. “Come out with me. The whole kit and caboodle—a real date, a real first date. I like you. You like me. Let’s start this thing for real.” He leaned down and brushed a light kiss to her lips. “Let’s go steady.”

      Brooklyn ran her hands up his chest. “What’s the whole kit and caboodle date look like with you?”

      “A drive up the coast to my favorite little shack of a restaurant. They have the best fish and chips in the state, and you sit right there on the beach while you eat from plastic baskets. Then we’ll walk down said beach, preferably holding hands and looking deeply into each other’s eyes.” He kissed one corner of her mouth and then the other. “If you’re feeling squirrelly, you’ll run to me and we’ll do the Dirty Dancing lift.”

      She jerked back a few inches. “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope. I’m not saying I know the whole routine but…” He laughed at the look on her face. “I have sixteen girl cousins, Brooklyn. And did I mention that my mom never bothered with gender conformity. I was never interested in sports, but I did a few years of dance in high school—because I wanted to be golden with the ladies.”

      “It worked.”

      She didn’t say it like a question, but he answered anyways. “Everyone loves Dirty Dancing. It’s a classic.”

      “That’s the truth.” She laughed. “Okay, after dazzling me with your amazing upper body strength, what happens next?”

      “By that point, we’ll be so desperate for each other, I’ll break a few speeding laws getting us home. Then I’ll take you to bed and blow your mind seven ways to Sunday.” He slid his hands down her back to pull her closer. “And in the morning, I’d make you pancakes.”

      “Damn, Levi, you really know how to show a girl a good time.” She laced her arms around his neck and smiled up at him. “Let’s do it. All of it. Let’s go steady.”
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        Be sure to check out Cora and Jack’s story in Ties that Bind!

        Out now!

      

      

      Once upon a time, Cora Landers was America’s Sweetheart and destined to be the Next Big Thing in Hollywood—but that was before her sex tape ruined her image and eliminated her contracts. These days, instead of being an A-lister, she’s divorce attorney to the A-listers. So when her ex—and fellow sex tape star—Jack shows up, needing her expertise, she wants nothing to do with it.

      

      Jack McArthur might have costarred in that sex tape, but he didn’t share Cora’s fate—instead of tanking his career, the tape skyrocketed it. Now, as one of Hollywood’s most buzzed about new directors, Jack has everything to lose—especially when he wakes up after a friend’s bachelor party gone wrong to find that he’s apparently married a woman he’s never met before…and now can’t find. Desperate, he goes to the only person who he knows can help—Cora.

      

      Cora reluctantly agrees to help Jack—both because he’s offering an absurd amount of money and because she loves seeing him as a disadvantage for once. Neither of them anticipate the very real problem of their being unable to keep their hands off each other—or that Jack’s accidental marriage might be anything but accidental. With both her heart and career on the line—again—Cora has to decide if she’s going to take the high road or leave Jack hanging in the wind the same way he left her twelve years ago.

      

      
        Find out more in Ties that Bind. Out Now!

        To stay up to date on new releases and for exclusive new content, make sure to join Katee’s newsletter HERE
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        Want more Hot in Hollywood! Read the first chapter of Ties that Bind here!

      

      

      Jack McArthur rolled over and didn’t even have the energy to curse at the stabbing behind his eyes. He was too fucking old for Vegas. He’d avoided the place after he turned thirty, but bachelor parties were the exception to the rule.

      The hangover to end all hangovers effectively reminded him why the rule was a rule in the first place. He inhaled and froze. Is that perfume? It took more effort than it should have to crack his eyes open and look around his suite. Nothing looked particularly different from when he’d checked in yesterday, but it hadn’t smelled like a hothouse flower then.

      Had he brought a woman back here?

      It wasn’t his norm. Drunken sex was ultimately unsatisfying, and drinking enough to blackout like he obviously had last night? Jack didn’t do it. Too many things could go wrong, and while directors might not be beneath the public microscope the same way actors were, if he fucked up spectacularly, he’d make the headlines.

      He’d learned that lesson all too well twelve years ago.

      A quick and painful exploration of his suite didn’t turn up anyone else, and he breathed a silent sigh of relief. He still wore all his clothes from last night, and for all appearances, he’d walked into the room and face-planted onto the bed. Without even a button done up wrong, the chance that he’d hooked up with anyone was low. Thank God. That kind of complication was the last thing he needed when he was on the verge of succeeding in his dream project. It was years in the making, and any distraction was unacceptable.

      The worst part was he didn’t remember how he got back to the room. There had been the requisite gambling before heading to one of the high-end gentlemen’s clubs Vegas hosted. He’d barely touched his drink during blackjack, but there had been a few shots while he bought his buddies lap dances. He must have just kept going, though hell if he could figure out where the turning point was. Jack wasn’t a big drinker. He never had been.

      First time for everything.

      He managed to scrub the godawful taste out of his mouth and showered. All the guys were flying home today, though they’d meet up next weekend for the wedding itself. He needed to find some food before heading to the airport—otherwise the flight would be just another form of hell.

      On his way back into the main suite, something white on the floor caught his eye. He frowned and picked up the trio of papers that he must have been carrying when he walked through the door.

      It took him several long seconds to process the words printed across the top of the first paper. Certificate of Marriage. And there was his name under the slot for the groom, and his messier than normal signature. “Fuck me.” He read the bride’s name. Lysa Smith. It didn’t ring any bells, but this was Vegas, land of the drunken weddings.

      Just not for Jack.

      He set the marriage certificate down and rubbed his temples. There had to be a way to fix this. He’d known more than a handful of actors who’d walked into this exact situation. Jack opened his eyes. Well, not this exact situation. Most of the guys he knew had been on weekend benders and ended up sleeping with some woman, and the alcohol and sex went to their brains and they jumped the gun.

      From what he could tell, he’d skipped straight over the sex and into the chapel.

      It didn’t make any sense. With two exceptions in his thirty-three years, he’d played by the rules and kept away from anything resembling a scandal—as much as a person could while navigating Hollywood. The first was when he’d left his podunk Midwestern small town against his family’s wishes and booked a train to Los Angeles.

      The second… He turned away from the entry table. The second time had no bearing on the current situation.

      His phone and wallet sat on the nightstand next to the bed. A quick check found the former untampered with and the latter containing all his credit cards and cash. There were devices that could clone the cards, but if that was this Lysa’s goal, she could have managed it without walking down the aisle with him.

      He dialed Blake Jacobson. It rang and rang and then switched over to voicemail. Jack sighed. He should have considered that Blake, being the groom-to-be, would spend most of the morning before his flight sleeping it off.

      Next up was Levi Turnbull. It rang twice, and a gravelly voice answered, “Do you know what time it is?”

      “How sober are you?”

      Some of the sleep faded from his friend’s voice. “Sober enough.”

      It wasn’t in Jack’s genetic makeup to ask others for help, but he didn’t know how he was going to get out of this one without egg on his face—and potentially flushing his dream project down the drain. “Can you come up to my suite? I’ll order room service, but I need your help with something.”

      “You gave Blake a bachelor party to remember—or not remember, as the case may be. I think anything beyond making sure he gets home to his fiancée is overkill at this point.”

      “Levi, get your ass out of bed and get up here.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Give me five.”

      It only took him four before he lumbered through Jack’s door. He wore a faded pair of jeans that was too hot for the desert and an equally faded T-shirt for Britney Spears circa 2001. He combed his fingers through his beard and blinked at the shades that Jack had pulled as soon as he was mobile. Levi’s thick brows lowered. “We’ve had this conversation, Jackie-boy. I don’t swing that way.”

      “If you remembered that conversation, you’d know neither do I.” He rolled his eyes, which only made his headache worse. “Look at this.” He held up the marriage certificate, no more able to believe it now than he’d been when he found it.

      Levi read it and flipped it over. “Got the seal, so you’re fucked. This is as official as these things come. Where’s the lucky lady? I guess congratulations are in order?” He gave Jack a sidelong look. “Or maybe condolences. You’re a grouchy bastard.”

      “You’re one to talk.” He ran a hand over his face. “I don’t know where she is. I don’t know who she is. That’s why I dragged you up here. You were damn near sober last I remember. Did you see me with anyone?”

      “I didn’t stay damn near sober for long—Blake made sure of that.” Levi scratched his chest. “I don’t remember anyone in particular. The ladies at the club liked you just fine, but that started and ended with the cash you were throwing around.”

      “It was for Blake.”

      “Sure, sure.” Levi nodded. “But shift changed right in the middle of the night, and none of them stuck around.”

      “And after?” He glared at the incredulous look on his friend’s face. “Don’t take that judgmental attitude with me. I blacked out. It happens.”

      Levi held up his hands. “Sure. It happens. But not to you.” He frowned. “After we came back here, and Blake wanted to gamble. You were falling down drunk and said you were going to bed. That’s the last I saw you—and you were alone.” He glanced at his massive watch and then shrugged. “It was three, maybe four. Time runs funny in these damn casinos.”

      “Shit.” That wasn’t what he wanted to hear. Maybe the woman was as embarrassed by this whole thing as he was, but in that case, the only way to go about it was to get an annulment. The disappearing act didn’t do either of them any favors.

      “What are you going to do?”

      There was only one thing to do. “I’ve got to track her down and get a divorce.” It sounded simple enough, but Jack had a feeling resolving his current fuckup was going to be anything but simple.

      And for that, he needed Cora Landers.

      

      “Absolutely not.” Cora Landers didn’t look up from her computer. She could see her roommate standing in her doorway out of the corner of her eye, and if she thought for a second that Cora would give in, she’d never hear the end of it. “We’re already going to Texas in September for Jessica’s wedding. I’m not going now. Do you know what their temperature is in June?”

      Brooklyn Jameson huffed out a breath. “You’re being dramatic. It’s only like eighty-eight.”

      “With ninety-eight percent humidity. Jessica and Jake can come out here for the weekend. She was just telling me that she misses the ocean.” Something Cora was more than willing to leverage into seeing Jessica Jackson again. She’d moved back to Texas in the name of love, and while Cora was happy for their friend, she missed the hell out of having her here. “In fact, I’ll book the flights.” Jessica wouldn’t be able to turn that down, and Jake was smart enough not to try.

      “Whoa, there.” Brooklyn grabbed the back of her desk chair and pulled her out of reach of her keyboard. “That’s highhanded, even for you.”

      “Says the woman who booked her friend a fake date—with her ex.”

      She turned Cora’s chair around and headed for the door, the plastic wheels rumbling over the hardwood floor. “You’re just mad you didn’t think of it first. And that was for love—this is to protect your precious hair.”

      “I hate humidity.” The words sound petulant…maybe because they were.

      “Noted.” Brooklyn turned the corner into the hallway. “I’m not even up here to talk about whether we are or aren’t taking that trip, but you distracted me with all your whining.”

      “It’s not whining. It’s a very clear and concise argument detailing why Texas is the absolute worst.” It wasn’t fair for her to blame an entire state for Jessica leaving—especially since Jessica was from Texas to begin with—but even on her best day, Cora wasn’t fair.

      Self-pitying much?

      She tried to shake the mood that had dug its insidious tendrils into her earlier that day. The funk. She seemed to swing negative more often than positive these days, and as much as she wished she could blame it on their friend’s absence, the truth of it was that Cora was the problem.

      She just didn’t know how to fix it yet.

      Brooklyn stopped and stepped in front of her. Her friend’s brown hair was pulled back into an easy ponytail, and she wore jean shorts that were a little too long to be fashionable with an off-brand white T-shirt. Nondescript, which served her well as a private investigator. Though, to be fair, Brooklyn had dressed like that from the time she was a teenager, so Cora could hardly blame it on her career.

      She pointed at the jean shorts. “I’m going to take those out to the fire pit and burn them.”

      “Okay, now I know something’s wrong.” Brooklyn propped her hands on her hips. “You never threaten bodily harm on my clothes unless you’re feeling pissy.”

      “I’m not feeling pissy.”

      “You’re the very definition of pissy.” Brooklyn pointed at the door leading out to the porch—and the beach. “Twenty minutes, minimum. I don’t care if we run or walk, but you’re getting your ass out there until you’re ready to talk about it.”

      She didn’t bother to protest. Brooklyn could be like a terrier when she set her mind on something, and Cora wasn’t in the mood for a fight—especially since her friend was right. She needed out of this house and away from her computer and work. It might be enough to reset whatever the hell had gone wrong in her head.

      At least for a little bit.

      “Okay. Let’s go.”

      Brooklyn eyed her dress. “Walking it is.”

      She didn’t bother with shoes. There was something about the sand beneath her bare feet that settled her. It reminded her exactly how small she was in the world—the universe—and tended to put things into perspective.

      Five minutes later, she sighed and released the last bit of tensions lingering between her should blades. “Do you think it’s possible to have a midlife crisis at thirty?”

      “We’re in LA.”

      “That’s not an answer.” But in a way, it was. She might not be an actress anymore, but apparently the dread of thirty had imprinted itself when she was a teenager. If an actress wasn’t careful, she could get shoved onto the shelf before she knew had happened, replaced by a younger, more nubile model. She started to wrap her arms around herself, but stopped the motion halfway through. “I’m a goddamn attorney. Thirty is the start of me hitting my prime.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      She glared. “It’s true.”

      “I know that. You know that. I’m waiting to see if you’re going to start screaming it at the ocean and throwing rocks. Maybe waving that cane you’re about to need, being thirty and all.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re not helping.”

      Brooklyn shrugged. “Sure I am. You know you’re being ridiculous. You also know that something has been off for a while. Maybe it’s time to do some soul searching and try something else. It’s kind of what you do.”

      Kind of what she did.

      Brooklyn of all people would know that. She’d met Cora when Cora was still famous. A child star with three movies and one very successful long-running series under her belt. Hell, she’d been a brand. Every time she turned around, she was on some Next Big Thing list for when she hit eighteen and officially became an adult.

      Until she’d burned her reputation down around her and left nothing but ashes in its wake.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Okay.” Brooklyn had always known when to push her and when to let her stew until whatever was really bothering her cropped up. It was only a matter of time.

      What would I do if I wasn’t a divorce attorney?

      A question for another day. Right now she had two clients to focus on, and a trip to negotiate with Jessica and her fiancé.

      Cora stopped short as they reached the steps leading up to their house. A 1970 black Cadillac sat in their tiny driveway, taking up too much space. That alone shouldn’t be enough to have her stomach sinking, but she knew that car. She’d only driven in it once, but it’d been a memorable experience during a memorable night. “Shit.”

      “What?”

      Heavy footsteps creaked over the porch and a man, just as familiar and yet strange as the Cadillac, stopped at the top of the stairs. Jack McArthur. One corner of his mouth quirked up into something that might have resembled a smile on anyone else. “Cora.”

      It took two tries to find words, and they erupted from her lips, harsh and cutting. “What are you doing here?” Why here? Why now? She wasn’t exactly hard to find, but Hollywood had left her in the dust twelve years ago, and good riddance. The only time she dealt with A-listers now was to handle their divorces and line her pockets with their money. She didn’t need it, but she enjoyed the thrill all the same.

      Jack McArthur was as A-lister as they came, even if he’d gone from actor to hotshot director—but he should have no reason to be here. He was single, and had been for years if the tabloids were to be taken seriously. Cora didn’t believe a word in them, but if Jack had a woman—or man—hidden away, they would have sniffed the poor unfortunate soul out by now.

      Nothing stayed secret for long in Hollywood.

      Her breath caught in her chest as a wild thought cascaded through her mind and took root. What if… What if he was here for her?

      She’d barely had a chance to bask in the warmth that theory brought before he crushed it under the heel of one of his absurdly expensive loafers. Jack crossed his arms over his chest. “I need your help.”

      Continue reading…
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