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This man was too…there. Too big, too intense and the temper that had driven her with Rodney had faded, sapping her courage with it. Now, as intense blue eyes settled on her face, she swallowed.

He was going to say no. She could already see it.

With the last bit of nerve she had left in her, she forced one more smile. You know what? Never mind.

She went to brush past him and his hand caught her arm. I hadnt quite finished my drink. Why dont you sit down with me?

She tilted her head back and met his eyes. For one brief moment, that connection seemed to sizzle, seemed to burn. Sit down with him. Have a drink. Talktalk about what?

In the span of what felt like minutes, her mind raced over what hed consider the boring emptiness of her life. It would take up two minutes, hed hurry through his drink and leave.

Dance with me instead.

For the second time that nightthe third, the fourth?shed surprised herself, but as the music shifted into a slow song, she caught his hand and backed onto the dance floor just a few feet away. He didnt budge at first. Maybe she should have just cut and run…

But in a rush, she found herself pressed up against him, one big hand flat against her spine while the other sought out hers and brought it up, twining their fingers together. Somebody bumped into her and she stumbled, bumped into him. Ah…

She looked up, an apology on her lips.

But the words died as a shudder rolled through her. Muscles in his thighs flexedshe could feel it. Pressed this close to him, she thought she could feel just about everything. The hand he had on the base of her spine fisted and she licked her lips nervously.

His gaze fell to her mouth.

In the packed, crowded bar, surrounded by maybe fifty other swaying couples, Sloane felt like she was suddenly alone with this mana man whose name she didnt knowand she had a burning desire to close the distance between them and kiss him.

And since she seemed to be riding the crazy train to nowhere, she did just that, leaning forward and doing yet one more thing shed never imagined herself doing.

She kissed a total stranger.
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Part One








Chapter One





Shocking, vibrant red.

The dress seemed even more so against her skin, but then, Sloane Redding was ridiculously pale. Her hair was a nice, dark shade of brown and her eyes were a pretty green, so she wouldnt complain too much about the fact that if she stood in the sun at the wrong time of day, the light reflecting off her skin might cause traffic accidents.

She was really that pale.

Or so shed always thought.

She looked good, though, in this dress.

Or maybe the dress just looked good, period. 

There wasnt a whole lot of it, the hem ending maybe four inches below the curve of her butt. Thanks to running and lifting weights, she actually had a curve to that butt, now.

Nothing could be done for her dismally flat chest, but the criss-crossing cut of the front did plenty to play up her narrow waist and what curves she did havenamely her hips and her butt.

She did have good legs.

All in all, she thought she looked pretty good.

Nothing like the sad little Sloane whod practically run out of town with her tail tucked between her legs six months earlier.

The day before what would have her wedding, too. The perfect Valentines Day wedding, when she would have married Rodney Satterfield, the man shed been dating since shed come home from college. Hed been working at the library where shed accepted a job and shed thought they were soul mates.

Yeah. So much for that idea.

Flicking an invisible speck of lint from the bodice of the dress, she leaned in and checked her lipstick, then inspected her eye makeup. Nobody had to know that shed spent weeks learning how to apply it correctlyand yes, it had taken weeks. Three of them, visiting the makeup counters at the mall in Norfolk before one of the girls there had recognized her and taken pity on her. Theyd actually had a few classes together in college and May had figured out fast that Sloane wasnt just showing a sudden late interest in current make-up trends.

Within a few hours, shed brought Sloane up to speed. Then shed taken her under her wing in other ways.

Her phone rang and she picked it up, recognized Mays number. She answered it, stomach jittering. Hello?

Get out of the bathroom. Put your shoes on. Leave the house.

Sloane laughed and looked around the pretty pink and gold bathroom. Do you have a camera in here or what?

Ew. No. I just know you. Have you left the bathroom?

Sighing, Sloane left the bathroom and made her way to the bed, sitting down. Her shoes waited for her, sitting neatly there, side by side. She slid one foot in, then the other.

What if nobody recognizes me? she asked.

Even better.

Okay, what if they do and everybody laughs? She adjusted the strap and then rose, taking a few experimental steps before turning once more to look at the mirror.

Nobody will see you in that dress and laugh. May sighed. Come on, honey. You spent the past six months redoing yourself. Youve got a job that makes you happy. Youre happier with yourself. For the love of all things awesome, you went to Europe by yourselfyou had dinner with some English lord.

A small smile curved Sloanes lips as she remembered. Yeah. Then she grimaced. But this is different. This is…

This is no different. Youre beautiful and youre awesome. Tonight, that schmuck will be at the bar in town because everybody goes to the bar on Fridays back in your hometown. Thats what you told me, right? Let him see you. Let him see what he missed…and if youre lucky? Maybe you can hook up with some cute guy who comes in for your brothers wedding.

Yeah. Right. Sloan rolled her eyes. Okay. Ready or not…





Ready or not…

Boone studied the small sign.

Welcome to Nowhere.

Beneath it, in smaller script, read: Nowhere, Alabama, that is. Population 1941.

He wondered if theyd subtracted a number when Pierce had died, but figured probably not. It was a depressing thought, even for him. Both of the twins, his two best friends, Pierce and Tyler Redding had still considered this small townliterally Nowheretheir home, even though theyd graduated and gone on to bigger and better things.

Or maybe not.

After all, Pierce was dead.

A few months ago, Tyler had quit his job working for DDX Security Specialists. The boss called it an extended hiatus. Probably because Hal Morris loved his boys, as he called them, and he wasnt quite ready to admit that Tyler was done.

But they all knew the truth of it.

Losing his twin had changed something inside him. Tyler was definitely done.

He wouldnt be going back to the private security group theyd all gone to work for after theyd done their tours. Sometimes, Boone wondered if Tyler wasnt the smartest of them all. Getting out while he still couldwhile he still had a chance.

But then Boone felt like kicking his own ass. It wasnt like any of them had seen it coming. What had happened to Pierce had been an accidenta tragedy. When you made your living dealing with problems, sometimes those problems came back and bit you on the ass. Sometimes, even worse. Sometimes the problems ripped your throat out.

Theyd gone in to rescue a couple of clueless idiots who had the misfortune to get kidnapped while down in Columbia. The college kids hadnt been there on a mercy mission, hadnt gone down there to help with the unrest; not even to document the human rights violations. Not that Boone considered that the ideal way to spend your time, considering the body count racking up in that area of the world. But at least it was a worthwhile causedangerous, but he could understand while people put their lives on the line.

No, these brain trusts had gone down there for thrills.

They were adrenaline junkies. The two guys were behind a paranormal online web series and theyd decided to go investigate some illusive local urban legend.

Theyd trespassed on the wrong property and had been taken hostage. One of them had blabbed about his parentsHollywood powerhouses and it was probably the one thing that had saved their lives.

And because of those kids, Pierce was dead.

Welcome to Nowhere.

The sign mocked him and he shoved the heel of his hand against his eye. The need to whip the truck around and just drive straight back the way he came was strong. He could disappear. He had a month of free time spread out in front of him, courtesy of Hal. After his last job, a hard, fast and dirty one, the boss had insisted.

Go to the wedding. Find some pretty young thing, get drunk and get laid. Take it easy for a few weeks. Hell, longer, if you need it. Youre going to burn out, Boone.

DB Cassidy, aka Boone to his friends, wasnt going to burn out. Hed done that a long time ago. The husk sitting in the truck was all that remained.

But hed be damned if he turned tail and ran from the wedding of the one friend he had left in the world.

Pierce couldnt be here.

So Boone damn well would be. Hed be there for both of them…

But that was for tomorrow.

Eying the neon of the sign he spied down at the end of the street, he knew hed be elsewhere tonight. At the bottom of a glass sounded like the ideal place.

Get some whiskey. Get wasted.

It wasnt quite the get drunk, get laid directive his boss had given him, but it would shut his brain down.

Maybe if he hit the bottle hard enough, hed could deaden the images of what it had been like to clamp his hands over his friends neck, as blood pumped hot and dark from Pierces neck.








Chapter Two





Hel….loSloane?

The shock was gratifying. The way Rodneys eyes dropped to linger on her body was…not.

Odd, shed have thought she would have enjoyed that, the way his eyes roamed over her body like a caress, but all it made her want to do was back away.

Still, the way he blinked, then shook his head, then looked at her again did more than a little to ease the pride that had taken a beating, thanks to him.

As he eased in closer, she shifted her weight, putting more distance between them, although the movement was easy, deliberately casual. Hi, Rodney. She gave him the smile shed spent months practicing. How are you and Paulette doing?

Pauletteoh. Fine. Were…yeah. Were doing good.

Thats fantastic. She waited a beat and then looked away, a patently bored expression on her face. I hope to see yall at the wedding. Have a good night now.

Then she turned and walked away, slowly, deliberately.

May had taught her how to do just that, but there was more to the walk than just rolling her hips, more to it than just the unhurried, easy saunter. She concentrated on each and every step, because she was brutally aware of just how many people had stopped to watch that little interplay.

A hundred eyes had turned her way when she came into Huleys the one and only bar in Nowhere.

Shed been inside Huleys exactly five times in her life. On her twenty-first birthday when her brothers had kept their promisewell buy you your first beer, as long you promise you wont do any of that stupid shit we did. On the day shed told her two closest friendsat the timethat Rodney had proposed. Then the day hed dumped her, shed come here and done her best to get drunk, except the twins had been there and theyd decided to talk her out of that idea. Mostly because theyd had her convinced they were going to kill Rodneyand they could have. So shed let them fuss over her and take her home.

Then, when Pierce died, theyd had his wake here.

She hadnt been inside the bar and grill since that night.

As she slid onto a seat at the far end of the bar, she looked up, a fist squeezing around her throat.

She hadnt realized it would hurt like this to be here. All the memories she had of this place were memories of her brothers. Almost every memory she had of home was tied up in her brothers, and now one of them was gone.

Pierce, the younger of the twinsthe serious, studious one with the occasional macabre sense of humor.

Well, well, well…

She looked up as Huley himself came to lean against the scarred oak of the bar, studying her face. He wasnt the original Huley whod opened this place. That had been his grandfather, but he was happy to keep up the family tradition, running this place just as his father and grandfather had done.

And right now, he was watching her with a grin on his face.

Looks like the city treated you just fine, Sloane.

What did yall think would happen? Id get eaten up and spit out or left for dead in some alley? she asked, the words popping out of her mouth before shed even realized she was going to say them.

Huley stared at her for a minute, and then he laughed, the sound of it echoing long and loud throughout the crowded bar. When he was finally done, he leaned over the bar, caught her head between his hands and tugged her close. She was still blinking in surprise as he smacked a loud kiss on her forehead. Welcome back, sweetheart. Welcome home.



Find a pretty young thing…

There were plenty of pretty women in the bar. Hed already discouraged the attention of more than a few, too.

There were pretty young things and women, who, while still pretty, had left the kiss of youth a while back. He thought maybe that was what he needed. A woman with short dark hair and wide blue eyes caught his as he settled down and he thought maybe that was what he needed. She gave him a slow smile as she looked back at her friends and a moment later, her gaze came back to him.

She was beautiful.

She looked like a woman who wouldnt mind a bit of hard and dirty funsomething that was over the minute he rolled out of bedand he tried to work up the interest in grabbing a beer, moving over to her side.

A flash of red caught his eyes as he went to do that.

A flash of red, pale ivory skin.

What can I get you?

Boone looked up, saw the bartender waiting in front of him. Ah…a beer. He looked behind the bar and shrugged. Whatevers on tap. He wasnt picky. He just needed something to do with hands, something to wet his throat. Something to keep his brain occupied.

Go talk to the brunette.

But his gaze strayed to where hed seen that flash of red.

She was, most definitely, a pretty young thing.

As his gaze lingered on her, she looked up, her gaze skimming the room and there was something…despondent…in that gaze. Something that made him think she felt about as alone in this crowd as he did. The bartender paused to speak to her and she smiled, shrugged as she reached for her drink, but the second the man turned his back, her smile faltered, then faded.

He told himself to walk the other way.

She wasnt the kind of woman whod just enjoy some hot and dirty fun. Oh, he had a feeling shed get hot and dirty. But she looked too…gentle. She looked like a woman with a heart that would bruise.

The sort of woman he always steered clear of.

And he would have been able to do just that if that asshole hadnt settled down on the stool next to her.



Rodney. Please, go away. She took another drink from martini and then looked up, seeking out Huley.

This idea had been both a spectacular success and a rousing failure.

Shed made Rodneys eyes pop out, alright.

And now he wouldnt take his sorry self away.

Look, I know I hurt you

Grabbing her drink, Sloane tossed it back and then slammed the glass down on the counter. She slipped off the stool, watched as he did the same. For once, she was glad she was a tall woman. They normally stood eye to eye and when theyd dated, shed never worn heels. Now, though, in the three inch spikes, she all but towered over him.

Hurt me? she said, her voice flat. You humiliated me. But I got over it.

She went to shove past him.

He grabbed her arm.

She went tense. Her hand closed into a fist and the anger she thought shed managed to get under control pulsed just below the surface. Let me go, she said, raising her voice to be heard above the noise. Do it now or you wont live long enough to be sorry.

Sloane… He gave her a charming smile.

She had the most fun ever driving her fist into his face.

Sloane was the timid one of the Redding siblings. She was shy and although shed had the same chances as her brotherslearn to hunt, shoot a bow, go fishingshed preferred her books and the quiet of her room.

But there were a few things her brothers had insisted she learned, especially as shed gotten older.

Now as Rodney stumbled back, dazed, she shook her sore hand and realized just how very therapeutic it could be, to actually hit somebody.

Rodney caught himself before he went down and lurched after her, his eyes blazing. She kicked her shoes off and brought up her hands.

He never got any closer.





It was erotic as hell, Boone thought, watching as she drove her fist into the mans face. Hed already been on his way to interveneas had two others in the barbut she had handled it on her own.

Still, when the man staggered after her, Boone caught him, drove a vicious punch into his gut and when he doubled over, he hammered a blow to the back of his headchecking it to make sure he didnt do any real harm.

Looking up, he caught the bartenders eye.

The bartender looked at him, then back at the woman and shook his head. Ill get that taken care of, he said, his eyes flicking to the man lying face down on the floor.

As he called out to a couple of the men near the bar, Boone went to nod at the woman. Forget the beer. Forget trying to relax. Hed just go

Thank you.

She was right there. Inches away. Long hair, nearly to her waist, hung free, straight as rain, dark as midnight. Her eyes were wide, still glinting with temper, but a smile tugged up the corner of her mouth.

I think you had him handled for the most part.

Yeah, but… She looked down at her hand.

He saw the scraped, swollen knuckles and all but swallowed his tongue as she looked away, the long, dark sweep of her hair falling over one shoulder as she stared at the ground.

Hitting hurts, she said, her voice absent.

Yeah. Put some ice on it. She was still staring at the ground and he found himself staring at her back, long and elegant and pale. Everything about her seemed long and elegant. Strong, too, and his blood started to burn hotter as she went to step into a pair of heels.

The muscles in her calves flexed as she straightened and then looked back at him. Just what in the hell was it about a simple pair of shoes that changed almost everything about a female, from the way they stood to the way they walked?

He could almost feel his brain cells dying as she continued to stand there, watching him. Velvety brown eyes held his without a hint of flirtation or pretense and that was unnerving as hell.

Okay. Time to go. He nodded at her, words completely failing him.

Can I buy you a drink?



As soon as she said, Sloane wanted to take the words back.

This man was too…there.

Too big, too intense and the temper that had driven her with Rodney had faded, sapping her courage with it. Now, as pale green eyes settled on her face, she swallowed.

He was going to say no.

She could already see it.

With the last bit of nerve she had left in her, she forced one more smile. You know what? Never mind.

She went to brush past him and his hand caught her arm. I hadnt quite finished mine. Why dont you sit down with me?

She tilted her head back and met his eyes. For one brief moment, that connection seemed to sizzle, seemed to burn. Sit down with him. Have a drink. Talktalk about what?

In the span of what felt like minutes, her mind raced over what hed consider the boring emptiness of her life. It would take up two minutes, hed hurry through his drink and leave.

Dance with me instead.

For the second time that nightthe third, the fourth?shed surprised herself, but as the music shifted into a slow song, she caught his hand and back onto the dance floor just a few feet away. He didnt budge at first. Maybe she should have just cut and run…

But in a rush, she found herself pressed up against him, one big hand pressed up against her spine while the other sought out hers and brought it up, twining their fingers together. Somebody bumped into her and she stumbled, bumped into him. Ah…

She looked up at him, an apology on her lips.

But the words died as a shudder rolled through her. Muscles in his thighs flexedshe could feel it. Pressed this close to him, she thought she could feel just about everything. The hand he had on the base of her spine fisted and she licked her lips nervously.

His gaze fell to her mouth.

In the packed, crowded bar, surrounded by maybe fifty other swaying couples, Sloane felt like she was suddenly alone with this mana man whose name she didnt knowand she had a burning desire to close to distance between them and kiss him.

And since she seemed to be riding the crazy train to nowhere, she did just that, leaning forward and doing yet one more thing shed never imagined herself doing.

She kissed a total stranger.








Chapter Three





Warning screamed through his brain.

Boone needed to break this offnowand get the hell out of dodge. Lock himself in his room, maybe in the shower and turn the water onscrew a cold shower. Hed skip straight to ice. If he was smart, that was what hed do.

He told himself hed do just that.

But her mouth…

It was soft. Soft and hesitant, brushing against his so quick and light, it could have been the touch of a butterfly wing. If shed left it right there, maybe, just maybe, he could have finished this torturously slow parody of dance, gotten away from the soft elegance of her body and ended the night with a cold shower.

Except she did it again and the kiss was a little firmer this time.

He was in trouble.

Without even realizing it, hed maneuvered them to the far edge of the dance floor and if there was any privacy in the place at all, it was here. The doors opened onto a deck and just as she would have kissed him a second time, he pulled away.

He registered the dazed look in her eyes even as he caught her hand. She had started to turn away but when he pulled her through the doors out onto the deck, she followed.

The part of his brain that was still sane wanted to yell at her. Shed just followed a man she didnt know outside, just followed a man she didnt know into the darkness where only a few other couples were lingering, and they were doing the same thing he was getting ready to dotake advantage of the dim light and the solitude.

But the part of his brain that was dying for a real taste of her was in control and he led her to the farthest, darkest corner and tugged her back up against him. A startled breath escaped herhe caught it with his mouth and then, because it had been driving him crazy, he tugged at her upper lip with his teeth. She had a top heavy mouth, the upper lip just slightly fuller than the lower one and he should have known hed end up kissing her at least once tonight.

Her mouth parted under his and he pulled her tighter against him, not even bothering to keep up with the pretense of dancing anymore. He had the presence of mind to guide her hands up to his neck, to keep them from the gun hed tucked into a custom holster tucked under his left arm, hidden by the flannel he wore half buttoned over a white shirt. Hed guided her hands the same way when they danced, but if this kept up…

Fuck it. He took advantage of her parted lips and stole inside, the taste of her hitting his system with explosive force.

Groaning, he backed her up against the fence surrounding the deck. He kept his left arm secure around waist, forcing her to keep her right arm where it was, around his neck while her other hand fisted in the front of his flannel shirt.

It wasnt enoughBoone wanted to feel her hands on him, skin to skin. Would her hands be as soft and smooth as she was everywhere else? He was dying to find out.

And because he all but seeing himself stripping his shirt open, guiding her hand down to his chest…lower, he broke the kiss off.



Sloanes head was spinning.

Her skin felt hot, tight and so sensitive, even the light brush of air of her bare skin and shoulders seemed erotic.

When he lifted his head, she didnt know whether she wanted drag him back to her or shove him away and take off running. What she did was press her head to his chest and suck in much needed air.

We need to stop, he said, his voice starting as a rumble deep down in his chest.

She went to nod.

But the feel of his fingers playing along the length of her spine distracted her and she just shuddered instead.

Im already tempted to drag you to the hotel as it is.

The gruff tone of his voice had her shiveringand his words made her knees week.

Calm, rational Sloane Redding knew the right thing to do was exactly what hed suggested. Stop. She didnt do thisdance with strangers, kiss them in dark, shadowy corners or make out with them where almost anybody could see.

Smoothing a hand down his chest, she felt the muscles of his stomach bunch under her hand.

His hand went to her hip, gripping tight. Sugar, we need to…

She turned her head into his neck and pressed a kiss there.

He swore and tangled a fist in her hair, dragging her head back as he kissed her, hard and fast, shoving one knee between her thighs. It forced her already short skirt up into indecent territory and she didnt care. Sensation blistered through her at the feel of his denim-clad thigh rubbing against her bare ones and then, the hand on her hip dragged her closer, closerher silky panties dragged against her.

Every muscle inside her tightened and she clutched at him, near desperation fueling her.

Fuck. It was a harsh growl against her lips and then she was standing on wobbling legs and he was two feet away from her.

He held out a hand. This is insane. Im at the hotel across the street. Do you want to leave?

The words were delivered in a calm, level voice, as though he was asking her the time of day, or if she knew if it would rain tomorrow. And his eyes were glittering, harsh flags of color riding on his cheekbones.

Calm, rational Sloane was shouting up at her. Say no! Say no! Go inside. Right now!

She put her hand in his and told calm, rational Sloane to go to hell.





Instinct told him to hurry her out of the bar, into his room, and out of her clothes.

Instead, he kept to a slow, easy pace, his hand on the small of her back. She walked with him, her shoulders back, head up. And every once in a while, she shuddered. As he kept dragging his thumb over his naked skin, he wanted to think those shudders were because of him but as they were crossing the street, he said softly, Are you cold?

No.

He nodded.

And that was all they said.

Even once he closed the door behind him, that silence lingeredright up until he went to turn the light on.

Can you Her voice tripped.

He lowered his hand from the switch on the wall, the nerves in her voice as clear as if theyd been written on her face.

The lights can stay off, he said. He pressed a quick kiss to her lips. Wait here a minute.

He stripped off his flannel and dealt with the holster and the Glock M17 he used as his personal weapon, tucking them under the bag hed dropped near the head of the bed. He could still get to it if he needed it.

Not that it was likely. If that was likely, he wouldnt be here. He took a few more seconds to deal with the secondary weapon he wore at his ankle and the two knives before he returned to her.

It had taken a few moments more than the promised minute and when he returned to her, it was to catch her face in his hands, press his mouth to hers. He hovered there, though, just a breath away, a question lingering just there, on the tip of his tongueit was a need almost as strong as the need he had to kiss her.

He didnt let himself ask, though, and instead, he rubbed his mouth over hers, licked his tongue along the seam and waited for her to open for him.

By some unspoken mutual agreement, neither of them seemed willing to ask the others name. Boone wanted to know hers, even wanted to her to know his, simply because he wanted to hear her moaning it as he drove himself inside her.

But in the morning, when he slid out of the bed and left, he wanted to just walk awaywanted this to be nothing more than what it already was.

A night they both seemed to need.

No names, in the end, was probably better.

And he didnt need to hear his name on her lips to make her moan for him.

The brief walk from the bar to here had taken only a few minutes. Those few minutes hadnt done a damn thing to ease the ache in his cock, or cool the fire in blood.

But he kept his movements slow. As he pinned her in up against the door, hands over her head, he studied her face. It was dark, but hed spent years working in situations with less light than this. He couldnt see the color of her eyes, but he could see the sweep of her lashes, the way she caught her lip between her teeth, the erratic rise and fall of her chest.

Change your mind? he murmured, pressing his mouth to her ear. If she had, he might just have to dump some ice over his head, in addition to the cold shower.

No. She cleared her throat and then, with a bluntness that surprised him, she added, I have condoms in my purse.

He straightened, staring down at her.

Hell. She was thinking more clearly than he was. His brain hadnt even thought that far ahead. Reaching out, he traced his finger along the low neckline of her dress. It was hot, vivid red and it had lured him in at the bar, drawing him in like a moth to a flame. The entire dress looked to be a series of criss-crossing strips of fabric, fitting her like a glove, drawing attention to the narrow waist and the generous swell of her hip. He traced one of the mock strips of fabric to the midline of her body, then down to the hem where he toyed with it.

How many?

She blinked at him. How many what?

Leaning back in, Boone braced his free arm over her head and murmured against her ear, How many condoms? I can already tell you right now that one isnt going to be enough?

Oh. It came out in a shaky sigh. Um…a couple?

Thats a start. He spread his palm flat on her thigh, dragging the hem of her snug skirt up as he went. When his fingers touched the lacy edge of her panties, a sharp exhalation escaped her.

He traced a lazy pattern, still watching her in the low light. Her eyes were closed, her breathing sharply erratic and when he slid his hand between her thighs, a choked noise escaped her and she bit her lip to hold the sound inside.

She was already wet. He could feel it through her panties and when he rubbed the damp silk over her, her entire body trembled. Another sound left her and again, she swallowed it down.

He pressed his mouth to her ear.

Stop doing that.

Stop what?

He circled the hard nub he could feel through the scrap of material that hid her from him and when she muffled the sound again, he said, ThatI want to hear every noise you make and I want to hear what I make you feel. Sometime very soon, youre going to be under me and I plan on hearing you moaning when you come for me.

He slid his hand lower as he spoke and pressed against her, the tip of his finger just barely entering her, the wet silk of her underwear no barrier at all.

Her thighs tightened around his hand and a harsh noise rose in her throat.

But this time, as she struggled to muffle it, Boone didnt even notice. He was too busy swearing and crooning against her ear when she climaxed.



Sloane had had orgasms before.

Not with Rodney.

Shed figured out soon enough that hed done her a favor when their marriage hadnt happeneddespite the humiliation. But shed only mildly enjoyed kissing him.

Sex with him?

Not even worth thinking about.

But once she got over the embarrassment of it, shed figured out how to make herself climax. No matter what Rodney had said to her the one time shed tried to confront him, she didnt have a problem.

She wasnt cold.

She could orgasm and she was almost certain if she could just find the right guy, sex would even be something…pleasant.

Shed been wrong.

This wasnt pleasant.

And they hadnt even had sexyet.

She was trembling against the door with him standing over her, one arm braced on the door beside her head and his mouth against her ear. And he had his other hand between her thighs.

The silk of her underwear rubbed over her clitoris and she shivered.

He hadnt even put his hand in her panties and hed made her climax.

Wheres your purse?

His voice, the low, rough timbre of it, made her shiver and her mouth went dry thinking about what hed said. I plan on hearing you moaning when you come for me.

His teeth nipped her earjust hard enough that she gasped. What?

Your purse.

My purse?

He lifted his head and although all she could make out was the shadow of him, she had the weirdest idea he could see hertoo much of her. Why do you need my purse?

He ground his hand lightly against her and the sensation sent another ripple through her. She thought she might climax again. Right there.

Because I want to fuck youIm barely going to make it over to that damn bed and I need a condom. His voice was still that low, rough rasp, but the words were delivered in a calm, measured tone.

She blushed furiously and then shifted her shoulder, half surprised the skinny strap from the palm-sized purse was still there. It was barely big enough to even be called a purse. It had a built-in pocket for her phone, slots for her credit cards and license and just barely enough room for her car keysif she took off the ones she used for work, the card she used at the gym, her library card and all those other stupid cards every place used. Room for her keys…and condoms.

She fumbled for them, her keys falling out. The foil packets escaped her trembling fingers, too. Son of a bitch.

He laughed, bending down to scoop everything off the floor and then he whispered, Put your purse down before I make you drop that, too.

She eased around him and went to set the purse down on the small table just inside the door. Faint light filtered in from the street, enough to let her know the room was a mirror to the one she had on the floor above.

She didnt need to be staying here.

She had a room at the ranch whenever she came home.

But if shed stayed there, she never would have had the nerve to do what shed done. Not with Taylor looking on.

Warm hands came up to grip her waist and she went still as he pulled her back against him. Abruptly, she wanted to ask his name. Wanted to know who he was, why he was in Nowhere, how long hed be here

But she shoved the questions down.

She didnt need to know anything except the fact that he made her feel…wanted.

One hand slid over her belly, down…down.

She froze and wrenched away, one small, niggling detail surfacing in the back of her lust-dazed mind.

Are you married? she demanded.

There wasnt even a hesitation. No.

Good. She nodded, nerves battering at her now. The questions shed shoved down surged back to the fore and she found herself babbling. Im not, either. Married, I mean. I was engaged once, but that didnt work out. We wereoh…

He caught her around the waist, pulled her flush against him.

I know youre not married, he whispered against her mouth.

How do you know that?

Youre just not the kind of woman whod be here with me if you were.

And you figured all of this out just by dancing with me?

His mouth trailed along her cheek, up to her ear, down her neck. I knew it practically within moments of seeing you. Brushing aside one strap of her dress, he pressed his mouth to her shoulder. If youve changed your mind, nows the time to tell me.

Im notI havent changed my mind.

When he lifted his head, Sloane could make out the glitter of his eyes in the darkness of the room. She couldnt see him clearly, but her memory filled in the details. Pale green eyes, a face that was hard and harsh, almost too harsh. Hed be handsome in a craggy way, she thought, if he smiled.

But there was something forbidding about him.

If she was smart, she would change her mind.

Sloane had spent her entire life being smart. And shed spent too much of her life lonely. Safe, sure. But lonely.

She reached up and touched his cheek, her fingers seeking out a scar shed seen earlier, a thin one that started near his left eyebrow and travelled at an angle down toward his ear. Im not changing my mind, she said again.

Then I want you naked.

He caught the straps of her dress and in what seemed like the blink of an eye, she stood in front of him, wear nothing more than a pair of panties. And she already knew how poor a barrier those panties were when it came to him.








Chapter Four





Maybe hed thought it would give her one last chance to think it through. The nerves and the hesitancy he kept seeing in her eyes managed to be both tempting and terrifying. He knew how to handle women who knew the game. Quick anonymous sex was the only way he knew. Okay, maybe not quick.

But this woman flooded him with conflicting needshe wanted to push her up against the wall and drive inside her, hard and fast. At the same time, he wanted to spread her out in the sunlight and learn every curve, every line. Wanted to learn what made her sigh and make her gasp.

And he wanted her fucking name.

Because he wanted that so bad, he thought it would just be best if he could make her leave. That rough gesture, grabbing her dress and stripping it away with the abruptness teenage boy would have shown his first time, had been done to shock. Hed been prepared to see the nervesthen do something else to spike those nerves into something else, maybe even a little fear as she stood there all but naked in front of him.

She wore nothing under the dress save for her panties. Her hair fell free from the dress hed just dropped, falling down to shield her breasts, the ends of brushing her hips.

His so-called plan to save her from himself fell in ashes around him as he went to his knees.

Youre beautiful.

He half-listened for the normal comments he was used to hearingno, Im not. Im too fat, my boobs arent big enough, my hips are too big…

But she was silent. He reached out and caught her hips, tugged her in close so he could press his mouth to the soft curve of her belly. Her hair brushed his hands and he looked up to see her head slumped.

She braced her hands on his shoulders as a shaky sigh escaped her. If you keep that up, I might fall down, she said, her voice soft.

In an instant, he stood. Then lets just take care of that.

The hotel bed was surprisingly comfortable and he caught the blanket in his fist, jerked it back, flinging it to the far side of the room. If he left it anywhere close, he could already see her trying to hide behind it. He lay her down on the bed and took a moment to stare. Maybe she hadnt wanted the light on, but Boone could see her just fine, thanks to the light coming in through the window, filtering in through the sheer panels. There were light-darkening curtains, but he hadnt pulled those yet and he was grateful.

He had all the light he needed to admire the long, muscled length of her legs, the flare of her hips. She went to lift her knee, shielding herself and he caught her ankle, dragging it down. She resisted at first but then relaxed.

He caught the waistband of her panties and tugged them down, tossing them to the side of the room before he stretched out next to her. You… She hesitated and he heard her swallow as he trailed his fingers along the line of her collarbone. Youre still dressed.

Yeah. He pushed up onto his elbow and started to follow the line his fingers his hand taken, brushing his lips across smooth, soft skin. The scent of her flooded his head. Something soft and sweet, just barely there. Ill get around to dealing with that.

Covering her belly with his palm, he eased his mouth lower and lower. Her breasts were small and firm, the nipples tight. He tugged on one with teeth and when she muffled her moan by biting her lip, he sighed. Her skin broke out into goosebumps and he took his time to tease her other nipple into a tight, hard bud and then blew on it, watching as she shivered. The harder you try to be quiet, the more determined I am to hear you break for me.

He flicked her a look and then pressed a kiss to the middle her chest, easing a little lower before he did the same thing, then lower and lower.

She caught his shoulders, fisting her hands in the material of his shirt. Waitwhat are you…you…

He licked at the crease between her thigh. You just lie back. You better get ready, because Im getting determined at this point.

Determined to do what?

Hear you moan. He was closer now and her breathing hitched. He shot one more look up at her before he lowered his mouth.

The first taste of her made him groan.

Whether or not she made any sound, he didnt know because he was too lost in the sound of blood roaring, all but clamoring in his ears as he fought his own greed. More…more…more

She bucked against him. Bracing his arm over her hips, he held her down as he used his tongue to open her.

A soft cry bounced off the walls but he didnt take the time to enjoy that small victory. He was too busy enjoying her. Her hands left his shoulder, one of them brushing against the side of his head before falling away. He shifted his rhythm and her hand returned, firmer and he followed her cue. The feel of her nails biting into the nape of his neck, the way she shuddered and lifted her hips to his mouthit had his cock throbbing, pulsing.

He thought he just might die if he didnt feel her come around him soon.

But he thought hed almost kill before hed stop doing what he was doing.

She was shaking, shuddering from her climaxand moaningwhen he finally lifted his head. He licked his lips, savoring that taste of her as he settled on his heels between her legs. She lay there, loose and limp, her lashes down low, her chest rising and falling with the broken pattern of her breathing. He stripped his shirt away, tossing it off into the darkness.

He fought with his buckle, saw that his hands were shaking. He could hold take out a target at two thousand yards and his hands would be completely steady. But this woman had reduced him to this.

Too impatient to deal with his boots, he fumbled his jeans, grimacing at almost painful release of pressure once he freed his cock. He chanced a glance upward and immediately swore. She had opened her eyes, a sleepy, sated look on her face, one that was both heated and shy as she watched him.

The three condoms hed taken from her suddenly seemed like a miserable amount. He could imagine spending the next eight, ten, twelve hourshell, the next week wrapped around her body, feeling her wrapped around him.

Her shaky sigh came to him and he hurriedly dealt with the condom, tossing the other two onto the nightstand before he came down over her, staring at her in the dim light. It wasnt enough now. It didnt matter that he could see her face, that top-heavy mouth or the way her lips parted as he settled between her thighs.

He wanted to see the color her skin would go as he brought her to orgasm and he wanted to see just how dark and silken her hair looked spread out on his pillow.

He caught one thigh in his hand, brought it up to his hip. It opened her and he slid against her, not trying to enter her, just feeling herthe silken kiss of her pussy against his cock had him gritting his teeth.

This wouldnt last.

Sliding his hand down, he reached down, seeking out the knot of her clit. She moaned. He wasnt so far gone that he didnt notice she still bit her lip. He did the same and then soothed the small hurt with his tongue. Youre going to stop that. Ill make you scream before Im done.

She whimpered and rocked up against his hand and he followed each sound, each sigh until she was sweating and writhing under his hand, her mouth blindly seeking out his.

This time, when she came, she moaned into his mouth.

Boone couldnt wait any longer. Wedging himself between her widespread thighs, he tucked his aching cock against her entrance. She shuddered and arched up.

He groaned and drove down.

She was tight, gripping him like a fist, a broken sound escaping her.

He caught it with his lips and withdrew, mindless with need for her. As she lifted her hips, he drove in, hard, deep

She screamed.

It didnt take a genius to figure out the scream wasnt all pleasure.





Hovering on the fine edge of pleasure and pain, Sloane stared up at him.

She felt impaled by himcompletely. She felt too full and every little shift of her body wedged him deeper and deeper.

Rolling her hips, trying to find a more comfortable position, she felt him shudder.

Fuckdont… His head dropped onto the pillow next to hers. Dont do that. Let me…Im going to pull out.

She tensed up and then, following instinct, she wrapped her legs around his hips. Like hell.

His body tensed. Youre a fucking virgin.

She didnt say anything.

Arent you? When she didnt respond, he lifted his head and this time, thanks to the fact that her eyes were adjusting and thanks to the dim light filtering in through the curtains, she could almost make out his featuresand she could see his eyes, the glint of them as he focused on her face.

She still had that odd feeling he could see her much more clearly than she could see him. Determined to brazen her way through it, she shrugged. Well, Im not now.

Thats not funny.

Im not trying to be.

He made a movement like he was going to try to pull away and she tightened her legs and arched against him.

A long, low groan rumbled out of him. Would you…stop…just stop. In contrast to his words, he rocked against her and it brought a wave of pleasure that edged back the miserable discomfort still twisting inside her.

No. She closed her eyes and focused on the heat building in her coreon the way she could feel the heated ridge of his length inside her. He pulsed and she gasped. Her muscles clenched around him.

That brought a ragged snarl to his lips.

So she did it again.

He drove his hips into her, a short, shallow thrust that barely hurt at all and she whimpered.

This is fucking insane, he muttered, skimming his lips along her cheek. I dont sleep with virgins.

We wont sleep then. She grabbed at his biceps and twisted her hips, trying to take him deeper when he did another one of those short, shallow thrusts.

He took her mouth then, reaching behind to unlock her ankles from where shed hooked them over his ass. She resisted and he rubbed his lips over her mouth. You win, angel. The words were a harsh growl against her lips. Damn us both. I cant even think about stopping.

She let him shift her then and he gripped one knee, held it to his hip. Sloane closed her eyes as he pulled out, moaned as he slowly surged back in.

Thats it.

She opened her eyes, confused.

Moan. I want to hear it…everything I make you feel. Moan, scream… He bit her lower lip. Beg.

He twisted his hips and it had him butting up against something deep inside her. Her eyes flew wide. Fire started to pulse inside her, licking at her veins, threatening to burn her from the inside out.

There? He fisted a hand in her hair when she tried to turn her head away. No. Look at me. I want to see you…dont close your eyes, either.

She sucked in a breath. You… She shuddered as he slowed his thrusts. He barely withdrew now so it was an endless caress. Thats…

She didnt know what she was trying to say and he kept watching her. Under those too-watchful eyes, she felt stripped to the bone and in desperation, she curled an arm around his neck, pulling his mouth down to hers.





Her pussy was a fist around his cock.

He tilted her hips up, changed his angle just a little and felt ither body went tight and now, each time he rocked up against her, it was like she was milking him, tighter and tighter until he thought hed go insane.

Boone could feel the sweat sliding down his spine, could feel the need to come building at the base of his spine, tightening his balls, but he held it off. Not until she came.

A fucking virgin

He shifted his grip on her hip and tucked her up higher against him, lifting his weight off her, then pulled out, almost completely. When he slid back inside, he let his body drag against hers and he felt her nipples rub against him, the silk of her belly, the satin of her thighs and it was the sweetest of tortures.

She cried outand she didnt even think to silence it.

He repeated that same action and she started to tremble.

Again…again…

On the fifth stroke, she planted her heels on the bed and arched up, rising to meet him. His lower body went tight and he thought hed die if she didnt

She climaxed.

He felt it, starting in her belly and then spreading out, as her pussy began to grip him, tight rhythmic sensations as her body began to shudder with the force of it.

Yes

He let go then. Shoving back onto his knees, he caught her hips and drove in, deep, hard. She cried out, a low, keening sound that tripped down his spine and all but wrapped a fist around his balls.

Not enough.

This one time was not enough.








Chapter Five





He hadnt spoken more than two words in the past thirty minutes.

Sloane knew, because shed been counting each and every minute. She kept her eyes on the digital clock and could almost count down every minute by the beat of her heart.

When he first pulled out, shed felt bruised, almost painfully empty and unsure of what to do, how to act. Did she get dressed? Leave?

Hed disappeared into the bathroom and shed wondered maybe she should just get up and go.

But even as shed sat up to do that, hed come back out, slid into the bed behind her and pulled her up against him.

You okay?

Shed nodded and hed sighed, tucking her into the curve of his body. It felt…good. Almost perfect, actually and she hadnt been able to pull away.

But that had been thirty minutes ago and the silence was killing her.

She licked her lips and told herself it was time to go.

Taking a deep breath, she went to sit up.

And his lips brushed over her shoulder.

You have the softest skin.

The words were soft, so soft they came like a caress in the darkness.

She shivered as he gathered up her hair and pushed it over her shoulder, pressed a kiss to her spine, now bared. And your hair…I wanted to wrap it around my hands and kiss you practically the moment I saw you.

You… Sloane blinked. You what?

He laughed in the darkness. You heard me.

He rolled her onto her belly and she didnt think to resist. When he reached between her thighs, she caught her breath. Are you sore? he asked, pushing one finger inside her.

She moved her hips back against him, barely able to focus on his question. Was she sore? Yes. Did it matter? Not to her.

If I say yes, are you going to stop? she asked.

It depends on how sore you are, he said. And whether or not you want me to stop.

She jumped as she felt his lips brush over the curve of her butt. Your legs are killing me. I want to feel you riding me, feel you wrapped around me again, he said, the words murmured against her skin. How sore are you?

Not very sore, she lied.

He caught her hips and rearranged her, half on her side, half on her belly. Her hair fell around her veil and he caught it in his hand, brushed it away. Her mouth parted as he straddled one of her thighs and lay down against her. Should I stop? he said.

Please dont.

Closing her eyes, she lay there, unmoving, as he reached around. She knew what he was doing when she heard the foil rip and she tried not to think about anything as he put the rubber on. But she couldnt stop itcouldnt stop herself from thinking about the movement of his hands, the muscled length of his thighs, and then… Oh… the moan tripped out of her as he pressed against her.

Ill be slower this time. He slid one hand up and cupped her breast as he pushed into her from behind, his thrusts slow, less deep…but still every bit as intimate and because she was still so sensitive, she felt stretched too tight and too full and she loved every long, lingering minute.





Boone made himself take his time.

He made himself bring her to a slow, easy climax despite the urge he had to pull her to her knees and drive into her, brand her, mark her. Hed never had that need with a woman. He had never known that when a night ended, hed remember it for the rest of his life, but he knew this was a night that would haunt him.

After she was moaning and all but sobbing against him, he wrapped his forearm around her waist and gave in, riding her harder, quickerbut it didnt take much. With five quick thrusts, he was coming, semen jetting from him in hard, vicious spurts.

Sweating and panting, he closed his eyes. An ugly curse rose in his throat and he locked it behind his teeth. It was just sexone night of sex with a beautiful woman hed never see again.

A beautiful virgin whod made him smile, then made his heart catch even as he wanted to throttle any bastard who dared to hurt herand that had all been within the first few minutes of seeing her.

Abruptly, he pulled away, his cock making a soft, sucking sound as it left the snug embrace of her vagina and he stood, hitting the lights.

She flinched as the bright lights came on but he ignored it as he strode into the bathroom.

He had to get his head together.

No. You need to get back in bed. Theres one more condom.

He was tempted to listen to the voice.

Almost even turned around.

But then he went to deal with the rubber and froze.

It had broken.





Sloane sat locked in her room.

She felt very much like an idiot.

Shed snuck away while he was in the shower.

She couldnt help it.

Shed panicked.

Hed come storming out of the bathroom, face livid, fury all over his features.

The condom tore.

Hed thrown the words out like it was her fault.

It hadnt taken any more than a few seconds for him to take a deep breath and now she wished she would have done the same thing, given herself a chance to calm down, but that look…

It had brought back a million insecurities from childhood.

That hadnt been the face of a man whod handle a child well.

Granted, it wasnt like either of them had set out with anything like that in mind.

That was why theyd used the condoms.

He should feel a little better, at least.

Shed had an awful time with her periods ever since she was a teenager and shed started on low dose birth control when she was in high school, so more than likely, she was protected on that front. Hed also assured her that he was healthy, had even offered to send her bloodwork from a physical hed just had done.

Shed just stared at him.

Finally, hed told her was going to take a shower. Then theyd…talk.

That was what hed said.

Talk.

Sloane didnt want to talk.

Shed made one crazy decision without thinking it through and look at what happened.

She had fabulous sex with a gorgeous stranger and the condom broke.

So Ill deal with it, she said quietly, pressing her head against the glass. It wasnt like she wasnt able to take care a child.

A child.

Even as she thought it, something warm and sweet slid through her and she reached down, pressed a hand to her belly. It wouldnt happen. She knew that. But even the idea of having a baby suddenly flooded her entire being with longing.

A baby…



Boone stood at the front desk, added another fifty to the one hed already laid down.

She was wearing a red dress. She would have just left in the past ten minutes, he said softly. He leaned forward, not bothering to hide the menace in his voice.

Shed slipped out of the room while he was showering.

He couldnt fucking believe it.

Hed needed five minutesjust five minutesto get away from the bruised look hed put in her eyes. If hed just managed to get himself under control before hed left the bathroom, maybe he wouldnt be down here, trying to get water from a stone, but he needed to track her down.

Somehow.

Shed left and he still hadnt gotten her name.

If he had to, hed go back to the bar tonight and talk to the bartender, talk to others in the club. Hed already taken the last condom and tucked it into a plastic bag. If he had to, hed get somebody at the DDX labs to dust it for fingerprints, although yeah, that would raise some questions.

It didnt matter, though.

Hed track her down somehow.

Sir. The clerk swallowed nervously and gestured to the empty lobby. Nobody has come through here. It stays pretty quiet in here.

Boone rested his hands on the counter, staring hard at the skinny kid. After a few more seconds, he turned away, leaving the two fifties there as he walked away. So if she hadnt left, then…he came up short just in front of the stairwell.

Maybe she was staying at the hotel.

Turning, he eyed the clerk again. How many rooms you got here?

The kid blinked. Ah…fifty.

Any idea how many are booked?

All of them. He didnt even have to think before he answered. Usually we dont even half a third of that number booked, but theres a big wedding… his words trailed off and he shrugged. Were just busy this weekend.

The wedding. Narrowing his eyes, Boone turned away.

Well, that would make things awkward, but he supposed it was possible hed find her at the wedding.

Taylor just might kick his ass over it, too.








Chapter Six





So how did it feel to hit Rodney?

Sloane winced and met Ellens gaze in the mirror.

Ellen grinned at her. She sat on a low stool while her cousin coiffed and curled and combed her pale blonde curls into a confection of pearls and lustrous ringlets. She hadnt yet put on her dress, although she wore the foundation pieces, stockings, garters, some sort of torture device that Ellen swore wasnt uncomfortable, but Sloane knew she had to be lying. It was a corsetand a real, steel-boned corset. There was no way that could be comfortable.

All of it was in the softest, gentle shade of ivory and Ellens peaches and cream complexion glowed against it.

She looked beautiful, a slightly naughty angel in her state of undress. And she grinned at her soon-to-be sister in law with complete and utter surety. Youre going to spill, Ellen said after her cousin stepped out, giving the two of them a few moments to chat. Ellen, like Sloane, had lost her mother and her dad wasnt in the picture. The two of them had bonded, hard and fast. I already know what happened last night. I heardfrom several sources. I just want confirmation.

I already know

Tensing, Sloane met Ellens eyes, searching for signs of the secret. But it wasnt there.

Just humora wicked glint of it.

Ah…

Oh, come on. You only dreamed about doing it for months.

Blood rushed to Sloanes cheeks. I did not! she said. Her hands were sweating. Okay, so yeah, shed been kind of curious about sex. Why wouldnt she be? She was twenty-three years old and up until a few hours ago, shed been a virgin. Curiosity was expected.

Dont give me that. Ellen just sighed, shaking her head. It had to feel good, after how he treated you.

Sloane scowled. What do you mean, how he treated me?

Ellen frowned. Are you okay? I mean, you talked about belting Rodney for monthsI never did understand why you wouldnt let your brothers do it, but then again, I didnt have two big older brothers constantly stepping in like you did…okay, now what?

Sloane turned away, one hand pressed to her mouth to keep the half-hysterical giggle trapped inside. She was going crazy. Delusional from lack of sleep and maybe some weird high caused by massive orgasms after a lifetime of having the pitiful excuse shed thought were climaxes. Too much excitement could probably strain a persons mind, she thought. And last night had been more excitement than shed ever experienced in her life.

Nothing, she said, catching sight of Ellen getting of the stool where shed been perched while they made her even more beautiful. Look…I just…

She decided to ride the excuse of her crazy train. I think I went a little crazy last night. Ive…uh… Plastering the widest, fakest smile she could on her face, she said in an overbright voice. Ive decided to pretend the entire thing never happened.

Oh, come on. Ellen rolled her eyes. You cant regret hitting him.

Wanna bet? She looked down at her raw, scraped knuckles. They were swollen, but not bad. Shed put ice on them once shed gotten in her room and shed ended up falling asleep with the bag of ice on her handthat ice had melted and the cold water leaking out was what had woken her, not long after dawn.

Showing her hand to Ellen, she said, Hitting people hurts.

Ouch. Ellen grimaced.

But… Sloane heaved out a breath and turned away, looking out the window to the gentle rolling green that stretched out all around them. The church was tucked away in one of the small valleys and Sloane, along with her brothers, had spent many a Sunday here. It was probably a bad thing to stand there, in church, and let a smile creep over her face as she thought about last night.

Yeah, she said after a moment. It felt good.

The entire night, she thought to herself. Right up until that panicked moment when they realized what happened with the condom.

If it felt so good, then why do you keep disappearing off into nowhere and looking so glum?

Looking over her shoulder at the woman whod come to be such a good friend, she searched for an answer. I dont know. Maybe Im just still feeling rundown from being sick last week.

Uck…strep. Ellen wrinkled her nose and turned back around. You catch everything in that library, Sloane.

Nah. I dont catch chickenpoxPierce took care of that. Sadness tugged at her heart and she moved up to stand behind Ellen. She bent down and hugged her soon-to-be-sister-in-law. I wish you could have known him.

Me, too. Ellen caught her forearm and squeezed. Cheer up, honey. I dont want you sad on my wedding day. Especially not after you popped that no-good son of a bitch right in the mouth.

I will. Then she moved the door as Ellens cousin Amanda knocked and called out. Now…I need to go and see if Taylor was able to come through for me. I had to ask him for a favor at the last minute.

Oh? Ellen narrowed her eyes.

Dont worry about it. She wiggled her fingers. Mama had a pair of old lace gloves she kept in her jewelry box. Its been sitting in my old bedroom for years. I used to play with them all the time. I had him grab them for me. I want to see how theyll look with my dress…and if it will cover my hand.





He felt like a bastard, standing there in the shadows while Taylor talked with the groomsmen, men hed known his entire life. Boone was supposed to be his best man and when had he shown up?

Twenty minutes ago.

He had his tux. One thing Boone knew how to do was get ready for any situation and hed been ready. Hed also told Taylor month ago that he should find somebody elsehed used work as an excuse, tried a hundred other ways to make him see the wisdom of getting somebody else to stand up with him.

Taylor had simply said, Ive got two brothers, man. One by blood and I lost him. I want you there.

Boone hadnt been able to ignore that and even though hed kept dodging the calls, the requests by Ellen to come in and get fitted, the one thing he couldnt dodge was today.

Hed even been able to dodge the dress rehearsalthat had almost been excusable, even, although the boss had apologized to hell and back. Youre the best man I got for this jobif I had any other option, I wouldnt do this to you and Taylor.

Hed gotten back the day of the rehearsal, but he hadnt been able to make it to town in time. Nope, hed driven into town about nine oclock last night and although hed texted Taylor and let him know, he hadnt done anything but had himself a drinkand then…her.

Hed spent half the night brooding and kicking his own ass, and the other half planning what hed say and how hed say it if he found her here. While he was doing that, though, hed been working on his back-up plan. Hed go back to Huleys, that bar where hed been. The bartender seemed to know her. So Boone would talk to him. If that man didnt talk, hed find somebody who would.

Taylor! Your sisters at the door!

Boone glanced up. Sloane…son of a bitch. Hed forgotten hed have to find her and tell her thanks for all the letters. Though theyd never met, her letters had often been a bright spot in a somewhat grim existence. Even after Pierce had died, shed continued to write.

Even when he hadnt shown up for the funeral.

He needed to say…

Everything in him went numb.

The slim brunette came into the room, a nervous smile on her face as she glanced around. She didnt see himand Boone was damn glad.

Shit.

Oh, shit

The body was right. The slim curves were right. The grace…the dark wealth of hair, although it spilled down her back in loose curls instead of a straight, heavy fall. Maybe Im just seeing her because I want to see her…

Sloane, you look gorgeous, Taylor said, reaching out to grab his sister and pick her up. He swung her around and a quick laugh bubbled out of her throat.

Put me down, you knucklehead. If I have to fix my hair again because of you, Ill hurt you.

Taylor put her down, still grinning.

And Boone closed his eyes.

Hed slept with his best friends baby sister.

I think that might actually worry me, Taylor said, his voice teasing, but laden with affection. You already decked one guy since you came home.

From where he stood, Boone watched as Sloane went red. He…uh. Well…

He asked for it, one of the other groomsmen said.

Boones brain supplied the mans nameand the quickest method of putting him downas Forrest Corbin came up and hugged Sloane. Hugged her too tight and did his hand have to rest

Youve lost your mind. Boone jerked his mind away from how low on her hip Forrests hand rested and tried to focus on breathing. He had to figure out

Hey, Boone! Get your antisocial self out of the corner and come here.

All eyes swung toward him.

The neck of his tuxedo felt way too tight. The temperature seemed to skyrocket as he pushed off the wall, moving out of the shadows of the long, narrow room the groom and his groomsmen had been given for the wedding.

For a moment, Sloane just stared.

Taylorfor oncewas too distracted to notice much of anything. Sloane, this is Boone. Boone, my sister. You two have been writing to each other for…

Years, Sloane supplied, her voice oddly steady.

Her face was flushed. Her eyes glassy.

Weve been writing to each other for years, she said.

Boone braced himself. Once she told Taylor theyd already metand Taylor figured out howTaylor wasnt going to be happy. This was his wedding day, though, and

Boone. She stepped forward and held out a hand. Polite. Distant. Its nice to finally meet you.

Thrown off-balance, Boone lowered his gaze to stare at her hand. The back of her knuckles were raw and scraped, still swollen. Nice to meet you…

Everybody was staring.

He shot out a hand just as Sloane went to lower hers. Yeah. Its…well. He gave her a stiff nod. Your hand…

She tugged away. Its nothing.

Then she turned away and gave him her back.

Boone felt like shed punched him in the gut.

Sloane.

Hed spent last night with Sloane Redding.

Funny, bright Sloane

It had been hard enough to think about handling this responsibilityand without his cock exploding every time he thought about his mystery woman from last night, but now…

She wasnt a stranger at all.

Although, judging by the way shed turned away from him, you couldnt tell by the way she acted.





The second she could, Sloane escaped, clutching her mothers lace gloves in one hand. She pressed the other to her stomach and when somebody came out of a room, she ducked into the closest open door.

A bathroom. Locking herself in, she closed her eyes.

Boone.

Shed slept with Boone.

Her brothers had met plenty of guys in the service, talked about a number of them. But there had only been one shed really wanted to meet. Theyd bonded, Pierce had once said, almost like theyd known each other from birth. If he had to pick a brother, Taylor had once said, shoving Pierce away with a mock sneer, he would have picked somebody like Boone.

Theyd been like brothers.

But he never came to visit.

So shed written instead.

And now he was here

Her legs trembled and if she hadnt been wearing a dress that cost more than she usually spent on clothes in six months, she would have just sat on the cold tile floor.

Talk about riding the crazy train, she whispered to herself.

The door knob twisted.

Jolting in shock, she moved away from the door. Ill be out in a minute.

She moved to the sink and turned it on, letting the water run although all she did was stand there.

The sound of the water covered the noiseshe didnt even hear the sound of the door being unlockedfrom the outside. Boone was just suddenly there, filling the doorway, bigger than life.

Sucking in a breath, she shoved her hands under the waterbiting, shockingly cold. If youre in that big of a hurry, theres another restroom at the other end of the hall, she said.

Wow.

She sounded nice and calm there.

But you were in this one.

Slowly, she turned around and met his eyes. Point being…?

We never did finish that talk. He crossed his arms over his chest.

She knew the tone in his voice, had heard it from her brothers a hundred times. She was tired of men who thought they needed to take care of her.

Okay, maybe sometimes she did stupid things. Evidence of that stood in front of her, watching her with dark, unreadable eyes.

But all he did was say, Are you alright?

I… She frowned. Why wouldnt I be?

He glanced at the door, locked it. Then he moved toward her.

She instinctively backed away, bracing her hands on the counter of the sink, but there was nowhere else to escape to.

He stilled at the movement. Im not going to hurt you, he said softly.

I didnt think you were. Licking her lips, she looked past him. This is…

The words didnt even come to mind. She usually had a head full of words, too many of them, but just then, she couldnt think of a single thing that would describe how she felt.

Her body knew though.

Her heart started to beat in hot, slow beats and the very blood in her veins seemed to turn to lava. All because of the way he looked, standing there, and the way the memories rushed through her mind.

Awkward?

She blinked. What?

This… He made a vague gesture between them. Its awkward.

She laughed and turned around, bent over the sink. Closing her eyes, she said, I dont know awkward touches on it. But…yeah. Its not…

Heat warmed her back.

She stilled. Lifting her head, she met his gaze in the mirror.

All last night, I thought it was just as well I didnt know your name, he said, the words strangely, oddly flat. Then you disappear and I was kicking myself. Now I know and…

You wish you could undo it all, I bet. Now she understood what she feltan odd, crushing sort of regret. She tried to find something else to look at, but he was all there was.

In vain, she focused on the plain, sturdy sink in front of her.

No.

His hands came up and caught her hips.

Startled, Sloane looked up.

Their gazes caught in the mirror and the oxygen trapped in her throat while thought stuttered to a slow, grinding halt. His head dipped and she shivered as he brushed his lips over her shoulder. The one thing I dont wish is to undo it all.

Nervously, she turned. I…um…look…





Boone was looking.

At her.

At her mouth.

At the way silk the color of a ripe peach draped over her skin.

She licked her lips and he looked at that, too.

Then he groaned and leaned in. One hand went to her neck while he used his thumb to tilt her chin back. He was fully prepared for her to pull awayand she should. She absolutely should.

What she did was reach up and cup his head, her fingers tangling in the overlong strands as she rose onto her toes.

Hunger turned him into a monster and he fed at her mouth, sipping at her lips, sucking on her tongue and when she would have broken the kiss, he dragged her back for more.

They were both panting when she shoved him back a second time.

We… She licked her lips.

He groaned.

Stop. We cant do this.

No. Boone knew thathe knew it better than most. But damn if he didnt want to.

No. He pulled away, let his fingers drag over the silk of her skin, committing it to memory.

I mean… She glanced around. My brother is getting married. Im the maid of honor and…

Pressing his thumb to her lips, he watched as her lashes fluttered.

Its your brothers day, he said agreeably.

But that wasnt really the point.

If shed just been the sweet, sexy stranger hed thought she was, maybe he could have seen himself having one more nightone more week evenbut if he knew anything about Sloane Redding, it was this…

Sloane believed in happy endings.

Boone knew they didnt but hed be damned if he ruined that idea for her.

Brushing the curve of her lip once more, he stepped back.

Well talk later. He glanced at her belly, tried to figure out just what hed do, how hed handle it if something…

I already told you, she said, her voice going cool. Im on the pill.





Sloane didnt know what had happened.

One moment, shed been losing herself to him all over again and then he was…gone.

Not physically, but emotionally, hed cut himself off and she wasnt going to try and reach across that chasm. Despite the fact that now she wanted to more than ever.

Cutting around him, she moved to the full-length mirror behind him and checked her face, her dress, her hair. She used her fingers to smooth her hair back, glad that Ellen had decided that her dress would work better if she left her hair down. The artfully done curls looked a little more tousled but she used her fingers to smooth them down, concentrating on that instead of the man behind her.

He seemed to suck up all the oxygen in the room.

All of it.

She concentrated on her reflection and what had to happen in the next couple of hours.

Its not…the right time, she said, hating the blush that rushed to her cheeks. But like I said, Im on the pill. I dont know how we ended up being one of the infinitesimal few who had a condom fail, but thats why backup is suggested.

Infinitesimal? he echoed.

Were a small percentage.

I know what it means, he said mildly. Still, I want to know if theres a problem.

She gave him a cool smile. Of course. But youre worrying yourself up for no reason. Nothing will happen.








Chapter Seven





I dont understand. How did this happen?

Sloane stared at her doctor.

Well… Dr. Erica Hendricks wasnt just her doctorthey were friends. Erica had once had a crush on Tayloror Piercehalf the time, Erica didnt seem to know. But now she was married to a sweet guy who fixed computers for a living and she had just joined a small family practice a few months earlier.

Sloane had needed a new doctor. Her other one had been a cross between a quack and jerka querk, maybe? And shed all but begged Erica to let her come here.

Theyd taken her on as a patient, but more often than not, Sloane saw Dr. Janet Grady. The exceptions were todaywhen Dr. Grady was sick, as shed been for the past few weeks.

Erica gave her a tiny smile and shrugged. Sweetheart, I know your mother discussed the birds and the bees with you. I was the one who had to listen to your fake gagging sounds as you talked about how gross it was.

Thats… She groaned and rubbed her forehead. Thats not what I meant. Im on the pill.

Its not foolproof. The OB/GYN you see would have told you that. And youre a smart womanyou know that. The father…

Sloane shoved her hands through her hair and hopped off the table.

I want to know if theres a problem.

Hes not in the picture, she said quietly. Shaking her head, she wrapped her arms around herself. I cant believe this. First the rubber broke and now…

The rubber broke? Erica stood and came closer. Well, Im glad to hear you were backing things up. The likelihood of this is so slim. But its happened.

Erica hesitated and then said, You do have options.

No. Sloane rested a hand on her belly. It didnt matter that the baby had only been growing inside her for a month. As far as she was concerned, the only option for her was to have the baby…

A wave of longing, of love swamped her, just that fast.

A baby.

Well, I guess you already know what you want to do.

Puzzled, she looked up at Erica. I do?

If we werent friends, we wouldnt even discuss this. Erica shrugged. But I know the look on your faceyoure already seeing booties in your brain. Just think…Taylor is going to be an uncle.

Yeah. A watery laugh escaped her and she moved back over to the exam table, leaning against it. Hell like that.

If its a boy, Im naming him after my brother, she thought. Pierce. First name, middle, she didnt know. Maybe even for a girlthe middle name, at least.

You need to set up an appointment with the OB, so she can make sure everything looks okay.

Why wouldnt it? Sloane stared at Erica, her fingers curling around the edge of the exam table. Is something wrong? Do you think

Sloane. Erica interrupted her. Its routine. Youre young. Youre healthy. You take care of yourself and other than the occasional sniffle, youre hardly ever sick. Those are all good things.

Feeling foolish, Sloane nodded. Okay. Okay, then. Wow. This is two for two. The past two times I come in here, aching and puking my guts up…I was almost positive I had strep again.

She gave Erica a weak smile.

Again? Erica looked at the electronic chart. When did you have… She breathed in, held it. Well. That makes sense. Honey, when you were here and saw Dr. Oliver, did he by chance tell you about what happens with the pill when youre on antibiotics?

What?

According to the chart, you had strep throat five weeks agoyou took antibiotics. Erica tapped something on the chart. Your last period was three weeks ago. Was it normal?

No, Sloane said, her voice faint. Just…spotty.

Erica gave her a gentle smile. Thats nothing to worry about. When was the last time you had sex?

A month ago. She twisted her fingers together as she looked toward the window. At… She winced. This is all confidential stuff, right? I…I…

You need to talk. Erica stood up. Youre my last patient of the day and yes, anything you say in here is confidential.

It was at the wedding.

Erica, for once, looked startled. Her only response was a weak, Okay, then.

Yeah. That pretty much summed up how Sloane felt.





For the second time in less than two months, Sloane went home.

Nowhere still felt home, despite the fact that shed all but ran away from here after the humiliation shed suffered at the hands of her former fiancé.

It wasnt just that hed all but stood her up at the altar.

Oh, he hadnt let it go that far.

Hed had his brother come by with a note and Bobby had hurriedly shoved it into her hands before he beat a fast retreat.

Shed been in her robe, already having her hair done while she read the note.

Shed gotten dressed and gone after him although she hadnt realized until afterward that her brothers were right behind her. She had been determined to bang on the door until Rodney opened and explained to her himself that hed changed his mind, that he needed time.

So what if everybody thought she was the shy Redding? The one who had gotten short-changed when it came to courage? When it mattered, she pushed. And this had mattered. Or it should have.

Then shed pulled to a stop in front of Rodneys house and seen him in a lip lock with Paula Hornback. The trunk had been packed and they were on their way out of townwith the money that had been given to Sloane and Rodney at their wedding shower for the honeymoon.

Humiliation had scalded her every time she thought about coming home.

Now, as she drove through the streets of the small town, her heart ached.

There wasnt another place on earth like Nowhere.

The town had two stoplights, a bar, an inn and more character than any place shed ever been. Driving down Main, she came to a stop at a four way stop and somebody drove through the intersection on his tractor. When he saw her and waved, she smiled back. Judd Monroehe owned the farm a few miles down the road from where Sloane had grown up and although he had a car, hed rather drive his tractor.

Once his wife had said they might need a damn tractor for the funeralone to dig a hole big enough so they could bury Judd and his tractor when the time came.

As she drove by the bar, Huley saw her, nodded.

She waved back.

Home.

Shed missed it.

The last time shed come back, shed been too determined on what shed say and do to Rodney. Hed left after the aborted wedding, along with Paula. Sloane had heard the rumorshe had a new job, had gotten a big break and was working at a bank in Tuscaloosa. Now he was back, living with his brother and Paula was dating her former high school boyfriend.

All that humiliation.

How hed told her he needed a stronger woman, one with passion, one whod help him go places and he was sleeping on his brothers sofa bed.

Shed come home to tell her brother and sister-in-law about the baby.

But she realized something vital.

She was ready to come home.





Not that its not lovely to see you, Sloane, but if you dont tell me whats bothering you, Im going to start singing 99 Bottles of Beer until you talk.

Taylor had come out onto the deck after dinner.

The land stretched out around them forever. Years ago, the Reddings had been farmers, but times changed. Their mother had sold all but a hundred acres. The house was deeded to all…no, both of them. Pierce was gone, after all.

Sloane had been sitting out there thinking about how much she didnt want to raise her baby in the city.

Im pregnant.

When there wasnt a response, she looked up at her brother and saw, for once, an expression of dumb shock on his face. Amused, she settled back in the chair and kicked up her feet, eying him and wondering if that sudden pallor as a bad sign.

Then he blinked and shook his head.

Im sorrywhat?

Im pregnant. To emphasize, she held her hands out in front of her still flat belly. In a few months, Ill be huge and then a few months after that, Ill have a baby.

Now Taylor dropped down onto a chair, his heavy weight hitting it like a load of bricks. The wood creaked under him as he rocked forward, his eyes intent on her face. After a moment, he nodded. Okay, then. You look pretty happy with the idea.

I am. Shed spent the past week thinking about it and each day ,other than the endless urge to spend half her morning on her knees, she felt happier, more complete, than shed felt in a while.

And the decision shed just made earlier only added to it.

Okay, then, Taylor said again, a heavy sigh gusting out of him. And the dad…hes good with everything?

Sloane looked away. The dad isnt in the picture.

This was the one part that was going to be…hard.

It was the one part that might prove to be problematic.

Or it could be.

But it wasnt like Boone ever came here. It had taken a wedding to get him here last time.

Sloane…

Dont. She stood up and moved to the deck. Bracing her elbows on it, she stared out into the slowly spreading twilight. We tried to be careful. Something happened. He told me he wanted to know if there was a problem.

Scornfully, she muttered again, A problem.

Now she turned and looked at her brother. Chin up, she said, I dont have a problem. Im pregnant. They are two very different things and Ill be damned if I try to go through this with a man who considers a potential child as a problem.

Thats… Taylor searched her face. Look, I… He went red and cleared his throat. I dont want to get personal or anything, but you said you tried to be careful so I guess…this…or the possibility of it is something that might have surprised him. Are you certain youre giving him a fair chance?

She looked away. He knows where to find me. If hes that concerned, he come and see me for himself. If not? Then Ill be just fine. After a moment, she added, No. Better than fine.








Chapter Eight





Hed known where to find her.

If he was honest with himself, Boone would have to admit, hed thought about stopping in to see Sloane Redding every single time he came within a few hours of Alabama. Ever since shed sent that first carda Christmas card. The first hed ever received.

But he hadnt let himself do it then.

Then, thered been no reason, other than just to meet the younger sister of his two best friends.

Now he had a reasonit had been eight weeks since the wedding. Hed just gotten back from a brief job in Beirut. He had two choiceseither take some time off or talk to the boss about a proposition that had been placed before him.

Boone didnt do so well with time off, but before he left the country, possibly for months, he had to see her.

The condo where she lived was in a nice, upper-class neighborhood. Although hed rented a decent car, he felt like an imposter, walking toward her door, unsure of what hed say or what hed do when he saw her.

What if

No.

He wasnt here on a what if

He was here just to make sure. It was a responsibility thing, and only that. Once he walked away this time, it would be for good. It didnt matter that he woke up, imagining the taste of her on his lips. Didnt matter that hed spent more time under a cold shower trying to freeze the heat out of him and it didnt matter that more than once, he thought about how easy it had been to just…be with her.

Laying in a bed with a woman at his side had never been a restful, easy thing for him.

That sort of connection was for one thing and one thing only.

Sex.

But he could have held her forever.

If he was the kind of guy who could believe in what-ifs.

The sun had gilded everything gold as he came to a stop in front of her door. He knocked once and turned away, his hands in his pockets. There was no answer, so he knocked again.

Shes not home yet.

He saw a pair of bright eyes peering at him from around the corner. Coaxing his face into his version of a polite smile, he nodded as a diminutive older woman came toward him, pushing a walker in front of her.

Maam.

She cocked her head. Eyes, bird-bright, regarded him. Are you Sloanes young man?

Ah… He shoved his hands into his pockets. No, maam. A friend. I knew her brothers.

Oh. She pursed her lips and then shrugged. Its Thursday. On Thursday, Sloane closes the library. She wont be home for a few more hours. If you like, I can tell her you came by.

No. Thats not necessary. He nodded at her. Ill just come back.

Once she made her way down the hall, he eyed the door and then jogged down the steps. He only had the night here, so he supposed hed just be waiting.

Then he thought about what the old lady had said.

Are you Sloanes young man…

He had to bite back the urge to growl. Even at the thought.

She had a young man? What the

Cutting the thought off, he studied the area around him, the busy street, the little coffee shop at the intersection. Hed grab a cup of coffee and wait for her.

And hope like hell she didnt show up with her young man.





It had been a day.

A very bad day and all Sloane wanted to do was lay down and sleep for the next twelve hours.

That wasnt an option because she had movers coming in at eight and she needed to spend the night getting everything ready.

It had been her last day on her job and thanks to her morning sickness from hell, shed spent a good thirty minutes on her knees in front of the toilet.

She was used to that and had started getting up early just to let her belly settle, eat some crackers. She would have been fine, made it to work on time and everything.

If it hadnt been the guy 124D.

124D had asked her out three times and each time hed gotten a little pushier with it. Politely pushy, if such a thing could exist, but pushy all the same.

This morning as shed been heading out the door, hed fallen into step with her and offered her a breakfast sandwich hed gotten from the coffeeshop.

Just the smell of the eggs had sent her rushing to the edge of the sidewalk where shed emptied her stomach almost violently. Shed give the man credit. Hed tried to help, holding her shoulder, offering to help her sit down as she fought the urge to keep retching.

Shed told him to fuck off. Sloane was almost positive it was the first time shed ever said that to anybody.

Hed just nodded and left. A few minutes later, a friendly cop had stopped to check on her.

Shed had to go back up to her apartment and brush her teeth and by the time she made it back to the street, shed missed her bus.

That had set the rhythm for the entire day and today was one of those days where her stomach wouldnt settle for anything.

If she could have just buried herself in bed from now until dawn, shed be happy.

Gripping the bannister with one hand, she started up the steps to her apartment building, the bag on her shoulder feeling like it weighed fifty pounds. It had several gifts from friends, a few cards and the rest of the personal itemspictures, a book shed been reading on her lunch breakor trying to readfor the past six months.

The weight of the bag dragged at her as she climbed the eight steps between her and the door. She was only three steps up when the door opened and 124D stepped out. He caught sight of her and winced, but to her surprise, he didnt disappear back inside.

He jogged down the steps. Hey.

Hi. She took another two steps. The bags shoulder strap slid down her arm.

Here.

Frowning, she eyed the man in front of her as he tugged the strap off and swung the bright pink bag over his shoulder.

Look, she said, her voice weary. I...appreciate the interest.

No, you dont. He gave her a smile and for the first time, she caught the charm in it. Im sorry. Ive been…well. The first time I saw you, you almost knocked the air out of my lungs.

Then his gaze drifted down, lingering on her belly. I didnt…how far along are you?

Ah… Blinking, she just stared at him. Then, with a groan, she dropped down on the steps and sat down, staring back out over the street. It was crowded with the typical Friday evening traffic, people heading home from workor going out for the evening. The scent of fall lay heavy in the air and she took a deep, slow breath. Almost eight weeks.

There was a pause and then he sat down beside her. I didnt know you had a boyfriend. I

I dont.

Oh. He blew out a breath. Sorry.

Its not a problem. She had to get used to this. Glancing over at him, she said, You know, this is awful, but I cant even remember your name.

Ouch. He rolled his eyes and again, flashed that grin. Grant. Grant Holden.

The name tugged something loose inside her head. Yeah. Youre a detective…I remember now. Im sorry.

Seems youve got a lot going on. He was quiet for a moment and then said, Im sorry.

She didnt pretend to misunderstand. Its not you. I just…this isnt the time for me to be getting involved with anybody.

Understandable. He rested his elbows on his knees, looking out over the street the same way she was.

Did you send that cop to check on me this morning?

Ah… A flush settled on his cheeks. Yeah. I just didnt feel right leaving you standing there.

Turning her head, she studied him. That was nice of you. Reaching up to rub the back of her neck, she said, I could have saved you some trouble if Id puked the first time we met, I guess.

Talking to a beautiful woman is never any trouble.

Blood rushed up to warm her cheeks. Linking her hands in lap, she focused on the leather of her boots, smoothed down the hem of her skirt where it ended a few inches above. Yeah…well…

Youve got somebody watching you.

Jerking up her head, she stared at him. His face relaxed, his jawline darkened by a heavy growth of stubble. The wind teased his short, dark hair as he glanced her way. Relax, he said softly. Try not look nervous or anything. But theres a guy down at the coffee shop watching you.

A chill raced down her spine. Struggling to keep her voice level, she glanced at him and then back out over the street. Whats he look like?

Tallhes sitting down, but he looks pretty tall, heavy build. He has a baseball cap on and sunglasses. A faint smile curved his mouth. You seem sort of calm.

No. She swallowed and twisted her fingers together. No. Not calm. But my brothers… She shrugged. They are…well, both of them were in security.

Now, she let herself glance down at the coffeeshop.

It wasnt hard to locate the big, built baseball-cap wearer. Although he was no longer sitting down. Her hands went slick. Its okay, she murmured as the cop next to her tensed. It was subtle, but her brothers had been cautious, protectiveand thorough. I know him.

Grant gave her a narrow look. Hmmm.

Whats that mean? She looked up at him, painfully aware of the man approaching them. That hmmmm.

Nothing. Hes crossed the streetlooking our way now. And I get the feeling its a good idea you never agreed to go out with me.

What? Unwittingly, she looked down the street, watching as Boone drew closer and closer.

He looks like a man who would object to his woman dating another man.

Im not his…

A shiver raced down her spine and she looked up.





Im not his.

Boone didnt know what theyd been talking aboutwanted to tell himself he didnt care. But he did. He had a bad feeling they were talking about him and the way her voice faded away as she caught sight of him only added to that feeling.

Im not his.

A curious tightening in his chest made it hard for him to speak but he forced the words out. Sloane.

The man at her side gave her a sidelong look.

Hi, Boone. Her response came out husky and low. She watched him through her lashes, a faint flush on her cheeks.

He could remember a look almost identical to that as he guided her body under his.

The memory made his muscles go tight, his blood go hot. Dragging his attention away from her, he stared at the other man. Tall and lean, with watchful eyes.

Cop.

They assessed each other for a taut moment and Boone could all but feel his hackles rising, a wave of possessiveness unlike anything hed ever felt swamping him.

The cop crooked an eyebrow and glanced at Sloane.

Boone looked at her as well.

She looked tired, he thought.

Beautiful and tired, with shadows lying under her dark eyes like she wasnt sleeping.

Was she…

With that swift mental kick in the ass, he reminded himself of why he was here.

Can we talk?

A ghost of a smile danced at her lips.

Sure. She stood. Why not?

The cop rose as well, holding her purse in one hand. His eyes lingered on Sloane for another moment before he looked at Boone. Mouth tight, he nodded and then held out the bright pink bag. Boone had seen him take it, had watched as Sloane all but dragged herself up the steps.

He moved forward to get the bag, but shed already accepted it from the cop and hooked it over her shoulder.

If youre ready…? She flicked him a look and then without waiting for a response, she turned and moved up the steps.

Although the cop continued to watch them, Boone kept his eyes on the back of her head as they moved inside. She started up the steps and he found his gaze wandering over her, the long legs encased in leather up to her knee, the dark hose that covered the skin in between. Her skirt was close fitting, ending a couple of inches shy of her knees and he was mesmerized by the sight of her hips swaying back and forth.

They climbed the first flight and he paused, but all she did was turn and continue up the next flight of steps. Dont they have an elevator here? he asked, the question coming out harsher than hed intended.

She just looked so tired…

They do. She shrugged as she mounted the last step and cast him a look. I have…issues with closed-in spaces.

A faint flush rose up over her cheeks. He came to a stop in front of her door.

This is it.

His heart skipped a beat, then started to pound in hard, heavy beats.

It didnt take long enough for her to unlock the door, usher him inside. There was an alarm system chiming and he waited as she dealt with it, taking the time to study where she lived.

It was…charming. He supposed that was the word. Warm blue walls, pale curtains. A couch upholstered in a shade of blue just a few shades deeper than the walls. There was a clutter of pillows on the long, low couch and a chair tucked up under the window, angled to catch the light. The table next to it held a couple of books.

Nice place, he said.

Thanks. She put her purse down on the counter that ran between the kitchen and living room and he watched as she curled her hands over the edge, her fingers tightening.

When she sighed, her slim shoulders rose and fell.

Then she looked up at him. What did you need, Boone?

You.

It leaped into his mind, all but branded itself across his psyche.

Clearing his throat, he moved away from the door and paced the living room. He paused by the window and stared out. The cop was still there.

Are you dating him?

When she didnt answer, he turned and looked at her. Are you?

Thats your business how? She crossed her arms over her chest.

Im just curious. If she was seeing somebody…Thinking about it filled him with a mix of resignation and anger, something he didnt entirely understand.

Hes asked me out a few times, she said, her voice neutral. Then she shrugged. Ive been busy lately.

Sta He snapped his jaw shut before the rest of his response could leave him. Stay busy.

Excuse me?

Nothing. Scowling, he shoved his hands into his pockets and dragged his mind back to what needed to be done. 

Look. I just The question froze in his throat and Boone let his eyes roam over her, lingering on her waist before he forced himself to look at her. I have to head out on a job soon. Before I did, I just wanted to make sure there wasnt…

A problem? she offered, her voice caustic.

He shot a look at her face. Is there?

Sloane smiled, a beatific smile that made her look completely lovelyand completely bewitching. Theres no problem here, Boone. Then she turned away and moved into the kitchen. Ive had a rough day. Would you like some wine?

Wine.

She was offering him wine.

Why in the hell did he feel so disappointed? He hadnt…

Yeah, he said, his voice rough. Sure.

He didnt need wine and he didnt need to linger, but he wasnt ready to leave either.

A few minutes, he accepted the glass she offered and turned away as she poured her own.

He took a sip and then hissed as the sugar hit his system. Is this wine or just liquid sugar?

The only way I like it.

He looked back at her as she took a small sip and then put the glass down and turned back to the fridge. How long are you in town?

He mumbled an answer that barely made senseeven to himas his gaze slid down her back and locked on the curve of her ass.

Leave. You got what you came here for. Theres no reason to stay. That knowledge frustrated him, aggravated him.

So theres…

She stiffened as he moved up behind her.

The scent of her rushed straight to his head. Without conscious thought, he reached out and rested a hand on her hip, waiting for her to pull away.

She was rigid, her spine a stiff line.

Slowly, he slid his hand around until he could press his palm to her belly and tug her back against him.

Sloane… he murmured her name and lowered his head.

She shivered.

I already told you what you needed to know, she said, her voice hoarse.

Had she?

Catching her chin in his hand, he tugged her face around to meet is. Their gazes connected for a long moment before he swept his across her face, let it linger on her lips.

Did you? he asked absently. He pressed his thumb to her lip. She sucked in a breath and he dragged his gaze up to meet hers. I keep thinking about your mouth.





My mouth…?

Sloane stared up at him and when he pressed down against her lower lip, she instinctively opened and caught the tip of his finger between her teeth.

A ragged groan rose out of him.

Then, as he stared into her eyes, he lowered his head, sealing his mouth over hers.

With her back pressed to his front, his arm holding her back against him, she could barely move. Desperate for another contact, a deeper one, she reached up and cupped her hand over the back of his neck.

He lifted his mouth just long enough to whisper, Open for me, Sloane. Let me in.

She couldnt have denied him thator anything else. When his tongue dipped inside her mouth, she whimpered and arched back against him.

He groaned, one hand catching her hip and holding her steady as he rocked against her. She felt each stroke right in the heart of her, each pang echoing through her body until she thought it would drive her mad.

Sloane…?

Dragging her lashes up, she rested her head against his shoulder. His hand had worked her blouse free from the waistband of her skirtthe skirt was tighter. In another month, it might not zip. A sudden harsh breath escaped her and she tensed.

His lashes swept low.

When he went to pull away, though, she closed her hand over his wrist, squeezed.

I should go, he whispered against her lips.

Why? Why are you here?

I already told you.

And I gave you the answer, so why are you still here when you have a job to get ready for?

His hands tightened on her hips with enough force to hurt.

Because I…

When he didnt answer, she turned in the circle of his arms, trapped between his body and the counter.

I needed to know, he said and the words came out in a slow, uneven rumble.

So you know. Theres no problem. If thats all you need…

Its not.

She didnt even have time to prepare as his mouth slanted over hers.

Through the lightweight sweater she wore, she could feel the heat of his hands as he caught her hips and dragged her closer. She caught her breath and the gasp seemed to draw him even closer. When he brought a hand up to fist in her hair, she reached for him, only to stop.

This was insane.

Slowly, he ended the kiss, lifting his head to study her. In his blue eyes, she saw the echo of the need storming inside her. Shed dreamed about him. Night after night. Wished for him, day after day. What she felt, it wasnt love, but she thought maybe it could be.

Already, the emotions she had for him were stronger than what shed felt for Rodney and it wasnt just because he made her body sing. Shed felt something toward him even when they were just exchanging lettersadmiration, yes, but there was something about the words hed written, the careful guarded way hed expressed himself that made her wonderdid he feel the echo of the loneliness that had too often haunted her?

What is this? she asked softly as he cupped her face, his thumb tracking over the curve of her lip.

He stared, seemingly obsessed with the way it looked as he touched her. This… Boone shook his head. Its an obsession.

With a groan, he let go of her hips but he didnt move away. He braced his hands on the counter on either side of her, pinning her in.

She found surrounded by him.

She would have even enjoyed it if she hadnt seen the reluctance in his eyes. He wanted her…but he didnt like it.

And what do you think we should do about it?

Boones eyes roamed over her face. What I think…I think I should get the hell out of here, walk away. You should forget you ever saw me, that you even know me.

Just like that? She tightened her hands on the edge of the counter, an ache settling inside her chest at the thought of it. Forget that night existed? Not likely. Why?

Because this is no good. He slid his hand up her back.

She went still at his touch, but he didnt seem to notice. He smoothed his hand around her torso and then up, catching a heavy lock of her hair in his hand. Well, Im no expert, but it felt pretty good.

With a ragged breath, he shook his head. I dont need to think about how good it felt. Im already going insane, thinking I imagined that night. Nothing can feel that good. That perfectbut that doesnt mean this, you, me, is any good.

Im not following. She reached out and fisted her hand in his shirt. Its not like Im asking you to marry me or anything. But you…we already sort of know each other. I like you. We…um…

Being good in bed doesnt mean this is good. He pushed his hand into her hair. My job takes me everywhere and I never even know if Ill come back. If I disappeared? There might never be answers. A smart woman doesnt get involved with a guy like that.

She licked her lips. Then… Why was it so hard to force the words out? Hed said almost exactly what shed expected to hear. That was why Taylor had quit working in the field. He wanted his wife to know hed be there.

Sloane wanted the same thing.

Maybe you should go then. She continued to stare at his chest. I generally consider myself a smart woman.

His hands fell away.

She was a smart womannaïve at times, but smart. She knew what he was telling her. Shed be smart and protect herself, her future baby…

After this

He backed up and she shoved off the counter. You should go, she said again, her voice firm.

I will. He gave her a short nod and his face was calm, relaxed. He managed a faint smile. Sloane

The boots she wore had a solid, two-inch square heel. They were comfortable to walk in and they kept her warm on cooler days. They also made it possible for her to press her lips to the corner of his mouth. After this.

Then she turned her head more fully and covered his mouth with hers.

His groan, harsh and deep, rumbled out of his chest as he banded an arm around her waist and pulled her up against him. She opened for him and his tongue swept into her mouth. She bit down and his reaction made her shudderbody tightened, his hips rocking forward as his hands gripped her. He broke the kiss, swore, then kissed her again, deeper, harder.

She was panting when he broke the kiss again.

No, he said, shaking his head when she went to rub her lips over his. His hand smoothed over her side.

Was it her or did it linger on her waist, his thumb sweeping across her belly?

Sloane, baby, this isnt what you need.

Through their clothes, she could feel him, heavy and warm and there was an echoing pang deep inside. One more time.

Sliding one hand down, she slipped her hand under his shirt. His skin was hot against her hand, the ridged muscles of his torso tight. Maybe I should be the one who decides that, she said softly.

Easing back, she reached up and freed the top button of his shirt.

She wasnt do this…was she?

But, oh. Hell. Yes. Once more, she was back on the crazy train that had only one beginning and end. Boone, a man whod somehow made himself a drug inside her blood system.

A ragged exhalation of breath escaped him and that gave her the confidence to free one button after another but when he slid his hands under the hem of her sweater. This is stupid, he said.

Even a smart woman can be stupid from time to time.

Body taut, all Boone did was first was stand there. She pressed her lips to the middle of chest as she bared more skin. There was a scar, just a few inches down.

Are you sure? he asked.

In response, she caught her sweater and pulled it off.

He sucked in a breath. His fingers trailed along the line of her neck, then down, the rough callouses calling a shiver of sensation from her.

His eyes narrowed and she looked down, watched as he cupped her breasts in his hands.

Youre…

He circled his thumbs around her nipples and she whimpered. It was almost painful when he caught one swollen tip and rolled it through the silk of her bra. Catching his wrist, she gripped his hand. He stroked his mouth along her jawline, then down, down, down. The feel of his teeth scraping over her neck was almost torturous.

His body shuddered again and he lifted his head, staring down at herat her breasts.

Instinctively, she turned, pressing her back up against his chest. Fuck, he rasped. He caught her hips in his hands and rocked against her.

Her knees went weak.

Giving into the instinct, she pressed her hips back against him.

Sloane. Her name was a ragged warning on his lips. She rolled her hips against him once more and then, she undulated her hips.

Fuck!

He caught the hem of her skirt and pulled it up, working the narrow skirt up her legs, over her hips. She gasped, the noise catching in her throat as he reached down, bold as you please, and cupped her between her thighs.

You want this? He pressed his mouth to her neck.

Sloane whimpered.

He slid his hand inside her panties, then, slowly, pushed two fingers inside. Do you want this? he asked, raw demand edging his voice.

In response, she just rocked back, riding his handor trying to. He leaned in, using his weight to still her body. Are you certain?

He bit her ear and she thought she just might die if he didnt hurry.

Then he caught her cheek in his hand, pulled her mouth around. After a hard, brutal kiss, he said, Answer me.

I… Sloane licked her lips and tasted him. Just like shed dreamed… She could taste him, hot and male and wild. I want this, she said, not moving her mouth away. But…just this.

As he lifted his head, the echo of his voice rose in the back of her mind.

Is there a problem…

If I disappeared…

Just this? he said quietly.

Just this. She slid a hand up, curled it over the back of his neck. Head craned up to meet his, she said, After this…please. Dont come back. Dont come looking for me anymore. Because youre right. I am a smart woman and this isnt good for me.





Dont come back.

The words stabbed right through him.

That had been the plan, all along. Check and make sure…

He cut the thought off. Hed just check. Then hed leave and stay away from her.

That had been the plan…

But then hed touched her. Shed touched him. Even now, the warm of her body burned against his own, the scent of her surrounded him. Back away, he told himself.

That was the right thing to do.

But if Boone had given a damn about doing the right thing, he could have just called her. Or stayed away from her from the beginninghed known, even before he knew her name, that she was the kind of woman who needed a forever.

He whispered that, pressed his lips to her ear. You deserve a forever…and I cant give you one.

Her body gave a hard, shuddering spasm. I know, she whispered, her voice soft. Then just give me tonightand then…

Go.

He heard it in her voice. Weak bastard that he was, hed give her tonighther, and himself.

He reached into his back pocket, pulled out the condoms hed told himself he wouldnt need. Tossing the strip on the counter next to her, he traced his fingers over the vivid purple that covered the heart of her.

She bent over the counter as he stroked her. Slow, he told himself. I want to make this slow…

She cried out and twisted, shoving herself back onto his palm.

He caught the sad excuse of underwear in his hands and ripped it away.

Now she was naked, wet, open to him. He stroked one finger up the slick wet flesh as he bent forward, surrounding her. Im about two seconds away from fucking you, Sloane, he said, pressing his mouth to her ear. And this time…

She whimpered, an involuntary shudder working through her body.

Boone fought to clear his headimpossible, though, when her heat pressed against him, her body soft against his as he bent over her.

Please, she whispered.

That was all she said, but the drugged, dazed heat faded away and he grabbed the savaged edges of control, forcing one hand, then the other down on the counter on either side of her. Youre certain?

For tonight, she said, twisting her hips.

He pressed one hand to the middle of her back, urging her flat.

Please, she said.

His hands shook as he tore open one of the condoms. As he rolled it down his length, he watched, watched as she rocked her hips back once more.

Be still, he ordered. Just…for fucks sake, be still.

But she continued to rock her hips, as though he was already inside her and broken, needy little noises kept slipping from her.

He fumbled the rubber into place and caught one hip, stilled the desperate, feverish movements. He used the other to tuck the head of his cock against her entrance. She was so wet

He groaned as he flexed his hips and pushed inside. She was just as tight as shed been the first time and he grunted as he worked against the clenching muscles of her pussy. He went to withdraw and she made a keening noise deep in her throat.

Swearing, he surged back against her. She was so tight around him, tight and clamping down on him like she was already hovering on the edge of climax. This…you… He panted as he bent over her. This is making me crazy.

He pulled out, almost completely and then drove back inside, deeper, harder. Youre so tight…and you squeeze… He shuddered. Just like that.

Working one hand under her, he caught one small, firm breast in his hand. Sloane jolted against him and he teased her nipple, just the lightest pressure. She twisted her hips went he went to thrust deep.

Its not enough, he growled against her ear, kicking her legs farther apart. Be still.

Hard.

Deep.

Fast.

Over and over, he stroked, sweat dripping from him as her body twisted and writhed. Each hungry moan made his balls tighten, his blood burning so hot, he was surprised steam didnt rise from his flesh.

Her hands scrambled against the counter, desperate for something, anything to hold to and he shifted his grip, his weight, reaching up to brace one hand near her shoulders. Her hand closed around it, her nails biting into his skin.

It was quick.

It was rough.

The room was filled with the sound of her desperate cries, the hard slap of his hips against her bottom, they Sensation raced through her, radiating out from where they joined, where he filled her.

He bent down around her, pressing his chest to her back, needing as deeper a connection as he could get. He raked her neck with his teeth and bit her, mindless. When she bucked against him, her pussy tightening around him, he thought he just might die from the pleasure of it.

And still she moved under him.

Sliding one hand down, he reached between her thighs and sought out the hard nub of her clitoris.

She sucked in her breath, going rigid. He pressed downand she came, throwing her head back as a long, keening noise escaped her throat. He gave in, letting his own climax eruptit was hard and vicious and he thought the top of his cock just might come off, just from the intensity of it.

Stunned, staggered, shaken, he had to brace his elbow on the counter to keep his weight from crushing her.

Tiny little convulsions from her pussy still milked him. Groaning, he continued to lay there, letting the counter support the two of them. He should pull out, he should move…but he needed just one more minute.





Just one more minute.

He smoothed his hand down her spine, watching her in the darkness. She slept, deep and dreamless, not even stirring when he bent down and pressed a kiss to her shoulder.

The night had been a haze of heat and sex, once more on the counter as he turned her to face him, her hair spilling around her like a veil as he gorged himself on her taste.

Then, in the hallway when he tried to make himself take her to her bed.

The fourth time happened in her bed and that had been hours ago. Shed barely stirred when he slid back into her bed but when hed pulled her into his arms, she murmured his name and curled into his body.

Now, in the pre-dawn light, he sat on the edge of the bed and studied her, memorizing the curve of her cheekbone, the lush bow of her mouth. Not that hed ever forget, but he needed the memory.

He wouldnt be back.

The past few hours…

Even a smart woman can be stupid from time to time, shed told him.

Yeah, from time to time.

But Sloane was smart. Shed told him not to come back.

And he guessed he didnt really have any reason to. He rested a hand on the slight flare of her hip, his fingers curling around to stroke the flat plane of her belly.

It was stupid, he guessed. Right up until shed looked at him and told him not to come back, part of him had hoped.








Part Two








Chapter Nine





No.

Boone looked at the woman whod slid onto the rickety stool next to him.

She wasnt the first prostitute whod sidled up to him that night.

But she the most determined, hed give her that.

As she laid a hand on his chest, he caught her wrist and moved it away.

She whispered to him in Spanish, offering him things that might have interested himonce. Now, though, almost three months after hed slid from Sloanes bed in silence, it was her skin her felt against his own at night.

Her mouth he tasted in his dreams.

And her voice that echoed in his ears. Sometimes it would be his name. Other times, just the words, Dont come back.

Hed spent most of the past three months telling himself he wouldnt. That leaving had been the best thing. And every day, he found himself wishing hed told the boss to send somebody else down here.

So far, the job had been a bust.

A mouth rubbed over his arm and then the hooker murmured, I hear youve been looking for a missing little princess.

Her words, although lightly accented with Spanish, were delivered in perfect Englishand what shed said…

Casually, he reached for the beer in front of him. After the heat of the day, the cold felt good going down his throat and he took his time taking another slow drink. Then he flicked her a look.

Im not looking for anybody.

Oh… She leaned in, her breasts warm against his arm and her hand coming to rest high on his thigh. I dont think that is true. A rich mans daughter, come to Mexico and she is now missing. You have been looking for her and you have money if there is news.

Boone didnt let himself react as she whispered, I have news.

Her eyes were almost as dark as Sloanes.

Sloane.

Her voice steady as she said, There is no problem here.

No problem

It had been bothering him, that talk, for the past few weeks.

Would you like to hear my news?

Boone shoved thoughts of Sloane out of his mind and looked over at the woman. Her eyes rested on his. What kind of news do you have?

Now she smiled.

Then she reached up and touched his mouth. This news…we should talk about it outside.

He shrugged. Im still drinking my beer.

Bring it with you. She leaned in closer. In the dim light, he could see the smooth texture of her skin, smell her, even. Come with me.

She slid off the stool.

Boone wanted nothing more than to stay there, with his beer as he continued his brood about Sloane.

But hed spent the past two weeks in this armpit, looking for somebody with news.

Now it was time to get his head out of his ass and work.





Get my head out of my ass…

Boone jolted awake, that thought the one clear thing in his head.

Surrounded by darkness, a nasty, foul stench clinging to his nasal passages, his instincts screamed at him.

Even before he realized he had a bag over his head, he knew he had big problems.

His hands were bound behind his backit felt like somebody had used a zip tie on him. Okay, that he could handle. Of course, he was also buck-ass naked, so any of the weapons he could have used were gone, but if he had the time and the opportunity

Youre awake.

The voice was low and feminine.

Familiar, too, and Boone wracked his brain as he tried to figure out who it was.

Awake enough, he said after a quick mental debate. She already knew he was awake. No point in faking it.

He heard the rustle of clothing and then warmth of her body.

Wherever he was, it was cold and hed been there long enough that his skin was chilled. When she reached out to touch him, the heat of her felt like a blast from a furnace.

He didnt let himself react.

She smoothed her hand up his shoulder, the curved it around his neck. You are…incredibly attractive.

If this is your idea of asking me out on a date, let me save you the trouble. Boone fought to see through the weave of the bag, but it was too dark. The darkness was all he could make out. Im not interested.

Are you so sure? Youve caused me a lot of trouble. If you cooperate, I could be persuaded to forget some of it.

Cooperative isnt really in my repertoire.

Nails scraped over his skin, a teasing, feminine touch.

Setting his jaw, he forced his body not to react.

But if you dont cooperate, I cant let you go.

Youre not going to do that anyway, he said bluntly.

She sighed. Killing you doesnt help me. And what I need is simple. Its about the precious little princess you came to Mexico to find.

Precious little princess

Fuck.

Since I havent been able to find her, I dont know what can of help I can offer.

Thats easy. A hand moved behind his head, tugging the hood off.

Now, just barely, he could make out a womans face. She was

The fucking bar.

Hed been sitting down, brooding over a drink and watching for his contact. His late contact.

And shed slid onto the stool next to him.

I guess youre not a whore after all.

In the darkness, her eyes glittered. No. Her lips curved, beautiful, sexual promise humming just below the surface. I am not. But I would be happy to…service you if you will just assist me in this one manner.

I dont need servicing, but thanks.

She stiffened slightly, but relaxed so quickly he would have missed it if he hadnt been looking. Are you so certain? If you make me happy, your lifespan will be much longer than it currently is.

With a gusty sigh, he rolled awkwardly into a sitting position. She continued to watch him, not pulling back even when he leaned forward. Is this is the part where you threaten to kill me? If so, just make it easy on us both and do it already.

You want to die? Her eyes were black in the darkness.

Not especially, but I dont plan to tell you shit, either. He managed a clumsy shrug. So why not just do it?

Her lips compressed. Your brave banter will not last long.

Boone held still as she leaned in. Tell me what youve learned about Shiarra Kahl.

Spoiled, rich little princess who took off into Mexico after her father refused to help her out of her latest legal problem. She runs a pregnant mom off the road and almost kills herthe woman loses her baby and the brat figures she can pay the woman off to make her be quiet.

All of that ran through his mind. Hed been trying to locate Shiarra for her father for weeks and he knew more about her than he wanted to.

With a crooked smile, he said, Never heard of her.

Is that really the story you want to go with?





Boone vomited.

Still naked, he all but hung from the chain dangling from the ceiling. His wrists, arms and shoulders burned from the drag of his weight and at some point in the last houror had it been longerhis vision had gone blurry.

Now, soaked with too much of his own bodily fluids, he half-choked as another spasm hit him.

Do it again.

He didnt even look up at her voice.

He had just a few seconds to brace himself, and that didnt do shit anyway. A prod was jammed up against his testicles and he screamed as pain exploded through him.

It lasted for what felt like days.

It was seconds or minutes, but long after the prod was removed, he continued to twitch.

Are you ready to talk?

He didnt have the energy it took to tell her to fuck off so he just hung there.

Over the roar of blood pounding in his ears, he barely heard the footsteps, hadnt even realized anybody else had approached until he heard a hard male voice.

In heavily accented English, the man asked, Has he told you anything?

No. The womans words were mournful. He takes pain very well. Look at the mess he has madebut he wont give me any information.

There was a grunt and then, aware that he was being watched, Boone looked up and found himself staring Eduardo Rosa Gonzalez. Boones stomach sank.

The man in front of him was one of the head of one of the largest drug cartels in Mexico.

He was also the man reputed to be last seen with Shiarra Kahl.

You must enjoy this, the pain, Eduardo said, his black eyes bright.

Breaks up the routine, Boone said, his throat raw.

Routine. Eduardo smiled. Your routine has landed you in a bad place, my friend.

Not the first time. Probably the last time, though.

Will he talk? Eduardo asked the woman who was pacing around them.

No. She flicked Boone a dismissive glance. I do not believe he will.

Eduardo rubbed his chin and then came closer. Tell me what I want to hear and you may leave here. My word.

Boones laugh was a strangled, choked noise.

Shaking her head, the woman moved to stand at Eduardos side. Mi hermano, he will not tell us anything. Shall I just kill him?

Mi hermano?

My brother?

No, no. Eduardo stroked a hand down her arm, smiling as the slight reaction Boone hadnt been able to stifle. What do you think of your host? My sister Luce. She is quite extraordinary.

Sure. Boone looked at her. For a crazy bitch.

Her face tightened in rage but when she went to move forward, Eduardo caught her arm. No, Luce. He wants to anger you into killing him.

The thought had occurred.

You wont die, Eduardo said. I promised my beloved I wouldnt kill you.

Now Boone stared at him, hard.

She is upset by the violence. Women. He looked at Luce with a fond smile. With the exception of my brilliant sister, very few are able to handle the harder realities of life. But this is an easy promise to offer. You wont dienot at my hand.

Eduardos eyes flicked past Boone.

He didnt even have time to brace for the blow that drilled into the back of his skull.





The fetid air stank of human waste and unwashed bodies.

Boone sat with his back to the wall, lashes lowered. To the casual passerby, he might look asleep.

But he was watching.

In a cell with eight other men, he had to watch. If he wanted to live.

Hed woken up in the back of a van and the policia had refused to answer his questions. After hed tried to ask a second time, the butt of a Sig Sauer clubbed him in the mouth.

That had been four days ago.

The cut on his lip was slowly healing, but he had other wounds now. Scraped knuckles, a vicious black eye and he was pretty certain he had two broken ribs.

He was well aware that every time he closed his eyes, it might be the last time.

He was an American in a Mexican jail.

The jails in this place were rough for anybody, but a lone American made a prime target and he had a bad feeling his days were numbered.

A ghost of a memory swam up from the back of his subconscious as his tired body tried to nudge him into sleep once more.

Sloane.

He closed one hand into a fist.

If he had any regrets at all, it was that he hadnt had more time with her.

If I get out…

He cut the thought off before it could finish.

It was a sweet dream, but even if he did get out, nothing would change.

Shed told him not to come back and he understood why.

It seemed like that one night had happened in another life and now more than ever, he wished hed tried for…something.



* * * * *



With a hand on the firm little mound of her belly, Sloane slipped out of the bedroom.

Pregnancy was going to drive her crazy.

For the first three months, she hadnt been able to eat.

Now all she wanted to do was eat.

Usually weird things.

Almost always in the middle of the night when her body wanted to be sleeping, but the hunger pangs got in the way.

Ever since shed moved back home, Taylor and Ellen had taken to fussing over her and the fridge was always stocked with the weird things shed taken to craving. Horseradish pickles on a peanut butter sandwich was her current favorite and if she didnt get one right now, she might go nuts.

Usually, at midnight, the big, sprawling house was quiet, but as she neared the kitchen, she heard voices.

And there was light.

A familiar voice, rough from a lifetime of smoking, said, Hes nowhere to be found, Taylor. I had my best looking and hes just vanished.

Hes not dead. Taylors voice was hard. Boone is

Boone!

She rushed into the kitchen and three sets of eyes turned toward her.

Boone… the word tripped out of her and she felt a sob building up.

Honey. Ellen rose from her chair.

Taylor turned away, swearing.

Hal Morris, her brothers former bossthe man whod stepped in to help raise them after her mothers deathclosed his eyes.

Whats going on? she demanded. The quaver in her own voice didnt go unnoticed. She was two steps from crying.

Ellen flicked a look at Hal.

As Taylor turned around to study him, Hal sighed and then he nodded.

Boone… Taylor paused, sucking a hard breath. Then he finished. Boone is missing. He was on a job and nobody has heard from him in weeks.

Heard from him? Are you waiting for a phone call? she demanded.

Under her hand, the baby fluttered.

The baby…

Boones baby.

Go find him! she half-shouted, looking at Hal. Send a team and go find him.

Sloane. His voice was gentle. We have looked. Weve been looking for three weeks. Hes just…

No. She covered her ears with her hands and turned away.

The room started to spin around her as she wrapped her arms protectively around herself, covering the small, helpless life within.

Black dots swirled in front of her eyes and she staggered.

Taylor jumped to catch her.

But she never noticed.

She passed out.








Chapter Ten





They cut you good this time, D.B.

Brooding, the man stared ahead at the wall while the other stood behind him, cleaning the deep laceration that ran across D.B.s left shoulder.

Somebody had tried to come at him from behind.

Again.

That somebody was now dead and D.B. was leaking blood all over the floor.

You going to let me put stitches in this time?

No. His voice was broken, rough and gravelly. He didnt know if hed always sounded that way, but he had a scar around his throat, fading now, so he suspected that injuryprobably another attempt to kill himwas responsible for the harsh sound of his voice.

One of these days, you will remember and tell me why you dont like needles. You can take a knife to the gut and live, but no needles? Loco, my friend.

D.B. had been called worse than crazy. In the past four months, he was pretty sure hed had every insult imaginable hurled his way and some of the men watched him with fear when he wasnt looking.

Some of them were the reason hed had to defend himselfwith forcethe first few months hed been in the prison.

He didnt know why he was there, barely remembered anything from his past, but his roommate, a skinny man by the name of Hector, said he hadnt been in the prison long before he was injured.

That hed survived was nothing short of a miracle.

He owed Hector his life. Hector, and the mans boss.

D.B. was in Hectors debt. That wouldnt rub him raw, but the idea of owing Luis Mendez Castillohead of one of the largest drug cartelsburned his ass.

Still, he had plans to stay alive long enough to get out of this hellhole, to be in a place where the air was clean and fresh, to feel a womans body against his own.

There was a woman. He didnt remember her name. It had taken him weeks to remember his own after the head injury that had nearly killed him.

But he knew her face. He knew her smile. And he knew if he covered her wide, mobile mouth with his, hed know her taste.

Because of her, and those memories, he ignored the prostitutes that Luis was able to get into the prison. In this section of the prison, it was more like a resort, a laughable mockery, considering what most of the men were in here for. This was where the power wasmen with money could get just about anything and being in jail didnt change anything. Money could make a jail stay a lavish vacation, whores brought in for your pleasure, top-end electronics so a man could keep up with his business and cells that looked more like apartments. It was no wonder the drug trade still thrivedand not just because people in the States wanted those drugs with a blind obsession but putting the heads of the cartels in prison didnt do shit to shut down a cartel.

He wants to see you.

D.B. slanted a look over his shoulder at Hector.

There was no point in asking who he was.

It could only be Luis.

Yeah?

Hector, nervous now, nodded.

He wanted me to let you know its time for you to return the favor.

Fuck. Morosely, D.B. stared at the floor.

Luis hadnt saved his life out of mercy or as a magnanimous gesture. Hed done it because hed decided D.B. might be useful. Looks like the boss was ready to collect.

The boss

Wiry gray hair. Penetrating green eyes and a hard jawD.B. saw himself in a chair, heard a man speaking.

You sure you want to take this job?

Job…

The memory fell away and he shook his head.

A job.

Hed been working a job.

Hes got a job for you, ghost.

D.B. ignored the name. Theyd called him the ghost for weeks. Because you slip in and out of places and nobody sees you.

Any idea what it is?

Hector shrugged. Im just his money man. He doesnt share.

There was a flicker in Hectors gaze, though.

Something that spoke of nerves.

D.B. tended to handle Luisand his menwith a modicum of caution and a hell of lot of suspicion. That faint glimmer of fear in Hectors eyes did nothing to allay D.B. either.

Whats up? he asked softly.

A thin smile twisted Hectors lips and he lifted one skinny shoulder. Not your concern, my friend. Not your concern.





D.B. found himself in Luis cellwhat a joke.

It wasnt palatial or anything the man would choose outside this prison, of that, D.B. had no doubt. But there was a bar stocked with booze, a big screen T.V., a long, low sofa that looked like a custom piece and when D.B. entered, Luis was sharing a glass of wine with a woman so beautiful, she could make a mans teethand cockache.

Looking away from her, he focused on Luis. I heard you wanted to speak with me, he said, automatically speaking Spanish.

Luis understood and spoke English, but he rarely chose to use it.

Because he understood the pecking order, D.B. did the smart thing.

Yes, yes, my friend. Come. Sit. He swatted the woman on the thigh. Give us some privacy.

With a lazy smile, she rose, her eyes lingering on D.B. as she walked by.

I think she likes you, Luis said, lifting a black brow as the woman left, leaving Hector, D.B. and Luis alone. Perhaps after our business is resolved, I can let you have her.

Im good. D.B. stood waiting, hands at his side. He knew he looked relaxed. In reality, he was tighter than a bowstring.

Luis didnt look surprised. A smile curved his lips. Leaning back in his chair, he lifted his wine and took another sip. I watch you, you know. Even before you… Luis made a gesture toward his brow, indicating the fading red scar D.B. now carried. Youre strong. Fast. Clever. You kill without hesitation but you only do it when you must.

I like breathing. D.B. didnt like the way this conversation was going.

With a low chuckle, Luis nodded. A wise man. He put down the wine glass and linked his hands over his flat belly. You are aware that you live because of my men. After you were injured, you were brought to us and I was asked to allow you to be cared for.

Yes.

It is time you repay me for my kindness. The words were delivered in a genial tone, but Luis eyes were hard.

What did you have in mind? D.B.s gut was twisting hard and viciously now.

Nothing a man of your skills cant handle. Luis waved a dismissive hand. Ive recently been made aware of a…mole? I believe that is the phrase you Americans would use. I have a mole among my people. Now… he leaned forward. I am used to having moles. I have moles among my competition. But this one…he has made me angry. Hes working for your government.

As his blood turned to ice, D.B. fought and won the battle to keep his voice steady. Sounds like a fool.

Yes. Luis lids drooped. A fool.

He didnt…? D.B. wracked his brain. He didnt work for the government, did he? No, he didnt think he did. He had

Another flash of memory had him closing his eyes. A hot desert wind, two men at his side, all of them laughing. The uniforms were dusty and their faces tanned dark by the relentless sun.

Yeah. Yeah he had worked for the government. Hed been a soldier.

Ghost?

D.B. shook the memories away. Im sorry… he rubbed his temple. Sometimes I remember bits and pieces.

What did you remember? Luis looked intrigued.

Figuring that it would stupid to lie since these men might know more about him than he did. Soldiers. The desert… Something else worked free and he grimaced. Camels.

Were you a soldier?

D.B. scowled. I think I was. You said government and that one bit is there. I can almost remember more, but its just not there.

Yes. Luis nodded solemnly. It must be difficult, to be here with no memory of why or how.

Im dealing. What was it you wanted from me?

I want you to kill the mole, Luis said gently. Head cocked, he continued his avid study of D.B. This man has been reporting to the government and interfering with my business. And now it seems hes reporting on…friends I have here.

If D.B. hadnt been so edge, so aware of everything, he would have missed the subtle tensing of the man who had walked in with him. Hector didnt flinch, didnt freeze, didnt even look up from the book he was reading. He carried the book everywhere and never seemed to finish it.

He might not get the chance now.

But D.B. wouldnt kill him. Who is

Hector sighed and rose.

Luis looked at D.B.s slender companion for the first time. I was good to you, my friend. I paid you well and treated you as my brother. And you betray me.

Breathe. D.B. fought to his expression empty as he looked at Hector. Hector angled his body slightly, away from Luis. And then he winked, facing D.B. so that only the American could have seen.

D.B. lunged but he didnt reach him in time.

Hectors book had a narrow space carved into the pages.

The knife inside was thin and sharp and Hector smiled as he shoved it into his throat.

It was a perfectly placed strike.

Hot blood pumped out of the man with each beat of his heart as D.B. caught him and eased him to the ground. You stupid fuck, he said.

He would have tried to figure a way out of this. He would have tried…

…rea…

What? He bent lower, listening to the weak voiceweak and getting weaker.

Be…ready…soon…

The words werent even words, just his lips moving. D.B. couldnt even be sure that was what she said.

From the corner of his eye, he saw the shiny shoes Luis liked to wear.

That is unfortunate. Luis crouched in front of him and there was an expression on his facesadness, perhapsbut fleeting. I need to know what he was telling, what he knew, who he looked for.

You dont know?

Luis shook his head.

D.B. ducked his head and under the guise of studying Hector, he closed his eyes.

Be ready.

Son of a bitch.





Shhhh….

Sloane rushed to the side of the crib, already making hushing sounds. The squalling little infants cries only got louder when she bent over the crib.

A small, angry face peered up at her.

With a smile, Sloane scooped her up. As she turned, she caught sight of the clocka silly cow served as the minute hand, with a moon counted down the hours. The numbers were stylized forks and spoons. Well, Dani, you slept a solid four hours there. She pressed a kiss the babys soft cheek. Mama appreciates that, dollbaby.

The baby continued to scream her distress.

She was wet and she was hungry and she wasnt happy with the situation.

Sloane continued to make soothing noises under her breath as she changed her daughter. It took just a momentshed fumbled her way through the first few diaper changes, but with Danielle staring down the final weeks of her second month, Sloane considered herself an old pro at this.

Still cradling the baby, she moved to the rocker and sat down. A few quick adjustments and then she guided Danielles mouth to her breast. The hungry infant latched on and Sloane closed her eyes, her head on the padded back of the rocking chair.

Drowsy, she sat there rocking. Normally, she enjoyed the soft, quiet sounds of the night when she woke to feed the baby. But the peace she often found seemed to elude her.

Low murmurs drifted to her and she knew she wasnt the only one awake.

Danielle drifted back to sleep and she gave herself another moment to cuddle before putting the baby down in her crib.

She didnt go to her room, though, connected to the nursery by a long, skinny bathroom. Instead, she ducked outside and stood at the railing, staring down in the darkness of the first floor.

She heard another low voice.

Detouring by the bathroom to grab her robe, she headed downstairs.

She couldnt think of too many things that would drag her brother out of bed this late at night.

Her heart raced and she fought not to let herself hope.

It had been months.

Those bright, shining slivers of hope quickly turned to daggers of agony when the longed-for news never came.

When she stood in the doorway and the conversation went silent, she realized she was holding her breath.

Taylor glanced at his wife and then at Hal, who took up position at the kitchen island, papers spread out in front of him. He looked like he was ruling over a small kingdom. Hal Morris had been a lieutenant in the army until he retired.

Hed always intimidated Sloane.

When his pale green eyes came to hers, she lifted her chin and stared at him.

Hal rarely had more than a few words for her and even fewer smiles. He nodded shortly at her and then looked at Taylor. Her brother was staring at the table but as she shifted her attention to him, he dragged his hands down his face.

Hes… She swallowed and blinked her eyes, fought to clear them. Hes dead, isnt he?

No. Taylor looked at her then and she saw something that might have been relief in his eyes. Relief. Hope. We found him, Sloane.

Her heart leaped into her throat.

She pressed her fingertips to her lips as if that would stifle the shaken gasp.

We found him.








Chapter Eleven





The night started out like most.

Loud and awful, with D.B. looking over his shoulder without letting anybody know he was doing so. It was second nature to him, something that came so easily and it hadnt surprised him when hed had that memory of walking the sands of a desert in Iraq.

He hadnt had any other memories work free, but he wasnt surprised.

Sometimes, he thought maybe hed never rememberhed go through his life with just these vague flashes that were more like snapshots of somebody elses life, rather than his own.

Luis money had talked and a few months ago, D.B. had found himself and Hector moved to a larger cell, one that housed just the two of them. The beds were by no means luxurious, but they were comfortable and now he was alone in the room.

Hector had been nearly a week.

D.B. could still feel the hot blood on his hands, still see the mans intent eyes as he tried to speak.

Be ready.

D.B. wondered if hed imagined it, or if Hector had been saying something else. Or warning him. About Luis? That the man was a snake? No warning needed. He wouldnt trust that man for love or money.

His mind was drifting and the silence wrapping around the place was gradual.

It wasnt until he heard a low whistle that he realized the place was too quiet.

Slowly, he sat up.

The whistle came again.

He answered.

It was an instinctive response, some gut-deep need that told him to use a particular set of notes, one that echoed, but didnt copy the initial whistle.

There was no other sound but D.B. didnt stay where he was.

He slid off the bed, taking with him the knife hed ended up killing to keep.

He didnt feel too bad about it, since the man struggling to take it away had been dead-set on using it to cut D.B.s throat open. The guards had turned a blind eye to the entire mess and D.B. had kept his damn knife.

Now he stood against the wall, the weapon in his hand as he strained his ears, trying to listen.

When the shadow moved in front of his cell, he backed away.

The doors opened silently.

And…

Nothing.

Nothing happened.

Hed been braced for an attack, braced for gunshots that would tear into him in the darkness.

But there was…nothing.

After nearly thirty seconds had ticked away, the figure in the corridor muttered something. Then he took a step forward. Boone, come on.

Boone…

The sound of that name filled him with something…indescribable. Boone. That was him. It was a knowledge that burned inside his gut. His name. Somebody knew him.

The man took another step.

He lifted his knife. Stay there.

You dumb fuck, you want out of here or are you enjoying yourself?

Out? He remembered the calm look in Hectors gaze as hed killed himself. The words hed struggled to say.

Be ready.

For this?

Even as the question formed, he knew.

Hell, yes. For this.

Theyd come for him.

He didnt know who they might be, but deep in his gut, he knew hed been waiting for this.

Im coming.








Chapter Twelve





Ten paces.

Hit the wall.

Turn around.

Ten paces.

Hit the wall.

Repeat.

Sloane had all but worn a groove into the floor and she wasnt anywhere near ready to stop pacing.

Would you be still? Ellen said, exasperation clear in her voice. Youre making me dizzy.

Sloane gave her sister-in-law a strained smile. Sorry.

Just then, a weak little bleat of a cry came over the baby monitor. Look, Dani heard you. She must realize you need a break, she said over her shoulder as she headed out of the room.

But Ellen was right behind her.

What I need is for you to tell me why youre so jumpy. Is it…

Ellens pause had her looking back.

Ellen shrugged. Well, we never really talked that much about how youd feel with Boone staying here. Are you…hell. Sloane, are you okay with it?

Okay? She laughed weakly. He needs a place to stay, right? What else is Taylor going to do? Dump his best friend when the guy needs him the most?

Shed hoped shed managed to cover well enough.

Then tell me what the real problem is.

Hope. Dashed.

As Danis cries grew louder and more plaintive, Sloane jogged up the steps. Look, its nothing.

Ellen was quiet as she trailed behind her into the nursery, but after Sloane had changed and settled down on the rocker to feed the baby, the other woman continued to watch her with troubled eyes.

Sloane pretended not to notice.

You should probably tell Taylor before he figures it out on his own.

Tension shot up Sloanes spine. Tell him what?

Dont give me that, sweetie. Ellen sighed and leaned her hips back against the polished wood of the bureau. All I have to do is say the name Boone and you start blushing.

As her face heated, Sloane lied through her teeth. I dont know what you mean.

Liar. Ellen said it in a friendly tone, but her eyes remained worried.

Under the weight of that compassionate gaze, Sloane buckled. How? she asked quietly.

Ellen lifted a brow. As I said, you blush every time Boones name comes up and more often than not, you either find a reason to leave the room or a way to change the subject. Talking about him makes you uncomfortable and I couldnt figure out why. Not until the night we heard the news.

A knot settled in Sloanes chest as the two of them remembered. Sloane still got sick thinking of it and after shed all but had a breakdown, shed come up here, to Danis room, holding her baby as she sobbed.

Boone clearly hadnt wanted a family.

But she wanted him and the thought of him being gone just ripped at her.

He doesnt know, does he?

Sloane shot her a look. No. Look… She blew out a breath, struggling to explain. Just when she thought she had the words, Dani started to cry, waving one tiny fist in the air. Hungry little girl, huh? She switched sides, readjusting the baby and her bra with ease. Once the baby was settled again, she looked up at Ellen. I didnt tell him. He…um. He came to see me once. Asked if there was anything going on, if there was a problem.

Even now, it hurt, the guarded look shed seen on his face.

Dani isnt a problem, she said quietly. Then, with a shrug, she said, I told him there wasnt any problem and he could just move along with his life.

So. You lied.

Sloane narrowed her eyes. I didnt lie. I had a baby growing inside me. In my mind, that wasnt a problem. Jerking a shoulder in a shrug, she added, So maybe I wasnt completely honest, but that doesnt mean theres a problem.

A few moments of quiet passed and Sloane stared down at the baby busily suckling away. A pang went through her and she reached up, stroked the tip of her finger down Danis downy cheek. Shes my world, Ellie. I love her with everything I have in me. He… Sloane had to stop to clear her throat before she could finish. I think he would have been there, had I told him. But I dont want a guy around just because he feels obligated.

What about now? Ellen asked.

Sloane laughed, but the sound was hollow and without humor. Now hes going to be here anyway.

Ellen was quiet.

Into that tense silence, Sloane said softly, I thought about leaving. Going back to the city, or maybe finding someplace new altogether.

Honey

Im not leaving, she said, cutting her friend off before Ellen had a chance to say anything beyond that one word. Flicking a look at her, Sloane shrugged. Danielle, deciding shed had enough, pulled away and turned her head, staring up at her mother with bright eyes. Sloane smiled down at her child, love for the baby swamping her. I want my little girl to grow up here, in the same town where I grew up. I want my home to be her home.

Youre going to have to tell him, Ellen said.

Yeah. Sloane fought back the nerves that very idea brought. Shed stand by what shed said. She hadnt lied to him, not once. But, regardless, he wasnt going to be happy.

She wasnt sure she could blame him.





This is it. Taylor Redding slowed on the drive, gesturing up at the house that sprawled before them, a tumble of brick and wood and gleaming glass.

It was late evening, the sun setting to sky on fire as it made its descent past the horizon.

Taylor cleared his throat.

Boone flicked him a look, knowing he wasnt making this any easier on anybody, but unsure what to do about it. It had been four days since men from a security group known as DDX had busted him out of a Mexican prison. Hed gone from the prison to a military base to the U.S. Embassy and then, finally, here.

To the good ol U.S. of A.

And now he was only a few yards away from the house where Taylor had grown up. Taylor had told him that Boone had a condo up in Maine. Apparently, Boone had been born in Maine, although he had no memory of that time. But instead of putting Boone on a plane to take him to the northeast, Taylor had brought him here.

To Nowhere, Alabama.

The sound of the towns name tugged at something inside him, but no matter how much he tried to unearth the memories, he couldnt. Didnt really matter, he figured. Anything he thought he might remember would likely end up being wrong. The few things hed thought he remembered werent exactly what hed thought they were.

Like the woman.

So many nights, he woke up, reaching for her, but according to Taylor, there was no her. He didnt date. At all. No former marriages, no fiancée out there waiting for him to come home. Nobody.

That pretty much sucked all the wind out of his sails, because he could have sworn there was somebody.

You know, you dont have to put me up, he said as the truck resumed its slow pace along the stretch of road. Im fine. Need to get some weight back on, scrub the past year out of my head. I dunno…maybe remember who I am, but I dont need to be crashing in on you.

Youre not crashing, Taylor said, his voice easy. And for your information, Im doing this for me as much as for you. I… His voice went husky. Man, I know you dont remember me, but I thought Id lost you.

An awkward silence fell. Boone would have given anything to make that strained silence easier to bear, for both of them, but he knew from experience that anything he did or said would only make it worse.

So he stayed quiet and when the truck stopped, he climbed out with only a pause to grab his bag.

But when they met at the front of the truck, he looked at Taylor. He knew the man. No, he didnt have any memories of him, but this mans face was one of the faces hed caught in those odd, flickering flashes of memory. Well, him and his twin.

The twin was dead.

Taylor had gruffly relayed those details, his eyes gleaming wetly and then hed changed the subject. Boone had felt a tightness in his chest and despite the fact that he didnt remember the other manPiercehis throat had clogged up and hed felt the urge to weep.

Who is here? he asked, slicking a hand gone damp with sweat down the sides of his jeans.

My wife, my sister. Taylor gave him a quick smile. Youve met them. They know you.

Fat lot of good that does me, he muttered. Skimming a hand back through his hair, he glanced over at the house. Do they know?

No. Taylor grimaced. Things got so crazy, I didnt have a chance to call until today and then I decided Id just wait until we got here. Hell, who knows maybe seeing one of them will rock your memory clear. You danced with my wife at my wedding. The three of us spent some time together in Maine at your place last year. I…

Taylor trailed off and ended up shrugging.

Boone wasnt about to bet on his memory coming back now. Maybe not ever. But he nodded.

He followed Taylor up the steps, carrying a duffel bag with what few clothes he had tucked inside. Theyd given him clothes at the base, but nothing had fit so as soon as hed been able, he bought more. Taylor had given him some cash and hed tried to refuse, but then the man insisted the money was his. Youre not exactly loaded, man, but you aint hurting for money. I had the boss forward me some from the money youve got coming to you.

Money for what, Boone didnt know. But hed needed the clothes so hed taken the money. Hed figure out who this boss was and what money was owed to him later. After hed acclimated to what had happened.

As Taylor pushed the door open, he glanced back. Welcome home, man. Or to your temporary home.

Boone followed him inside. He went to say something, but the words froze.

A woman stood in the doorway across from him.

Long dark hair spilled down her back.

She wore a sweater of soft, deep purple and it clung to soft breasts, ending just at the waistband of her jeans. Long, long legs were covered in denim and he had to drag his gaze away. This would be the wife or the sister. In other words, a woman he had no business ogling.

Boone…

Her voice was a throaty whisper and déjà vu grabbed him. That voice, murmuring his name

Sloane.

Taylors voice interrupted, shattering the edges of the memory before it could come together.

The woman tore her gaze from Boone. Taylor, I need

Boone, Taylor spoke at the same time. This is my sister…

The woman stopped speaking, her mouth falling open.

Sloane, Boones dealing with some amnesia. He doesnt remember us.

Boone rubbed the back of his neck and glanced at the woman, then away. Another awkward silence settled around them. Finally, though, he forced himself to look back at her. With a short nod, he said, Maam.

A babys cry drifted through his house.

She spun on her heel and disappeared into the house.

Boone had the damnedest desire to chase her down. But he just shoved his hands into his pockets. You a daddy now, Taylor?

No. Taylor laughed. Thats Sloanes baby. My sister. The woman who…

Yeah, yeah. Boone found his temper edging into the red at those words. Thats Sloanes baby.

Sloane.

The womans name was Sloane and she was a mother. That meant there was probably a dad, too.

Definitely not a woman he needed to be ogling.





Shed disappear and hide, if she could.

But Sloane had stopped running, stopped hiding, stopping cowering on the sidelines some time ago. Maybe she wasnt the take-charge woman that her sister-in-law was, but she could hold her own and shed hold her own, right here, right now, damn it.

In her own kitchen, while Boone, Ellen and Taylor shared a beer.

She had a glass of sweet tea in front of her and for the first time in a long time, she kind of wished she could a beer. Or something stronger.

Dani had fallen asleep and Taylor had brought in the little bouncer, tucking the baby inside it and urging his sister to sit down with them.

She wondered if Taylor realized that Boone wanted to be down there with them about as much as Sloane did. Well, probably less. Because Sloane was all but starving for the sight of him, he looked at her with the eyes of a total stranger. He didnt know her from Adam. Hed looked at his daughter without a flicker of curiosity and he had to be reminded of Ellens name.

He hadnt needed a reminder on her name, but Sloane suspected that was because he just didnt care. He wasnt talking to her, wasnt talking to anybody at this point, really.

Im getting tired. Sloane stood up, pasted the smile on her face.

Do you need help with Dani? Ellen asked, going to stand.

Let me help. Taylor caught her with a hand on her shoulder.

I dont need any help, Sloane said, forcing a smile. You should stay down here with…them. She covered the minute hesitation quickly. Shed been about ready to say Boones name, but feared something in her voice would give her away.

I want to see my niece, Taylor said, tugging on her hair. He paused by the bouncer and crouched down, unbuckling it and lifting the baby with competent hands.

Rolling her eyes, she gestured for him to precede her. Of course. Why didnt I think of that?

She glanced back behind her, smiled at Ellen and then forced herself to look over at Boone.

He was staring right at her.

The jolt of his gaze sizzled through her and she fought to keep her voice steady as she softly said, Im glad youre okay, Boone.





Does her husband work late?

The question escaped him before he realized he was going to ask it.

Her… Ellen looked startled. Then she laughed.

Was it him or did the laughter seem to have a forced edge of humor in it? He didnt know.

Sloanes not married. The… She smiled. The babys dad is sort of out of the picture.

Dead beat, Boone said, irritated in a ways that didnt entirely make sense. Oh, he had good reason to despise dead beat dadsand he didbut it was an abject sort of dislike. This felt personal. Maybe because he knew Sloaneor he had. Maybe that part of him remembered.

No, Ellen said quietly, interrupting his reverie. Its complicated, really. But its more a matter of, well. A lack of a communication, on both parts.

So she didnt tell him? Even as he asked it, he told himself to let it go. This didnt concern him. Yet he didnt tell her to forget it.

And to his surprise, she had an answer for him.

She told himin a matter of speaking. He asked the wrong question and she gave him the best answer. Ellen nibbled on her lower lip for a moment, as if debating saying anything more. Finally, she leaned forward, bracing her elbows on the table. Sloane and Taylor, they didnt have the best father figure. When it comes to being a parent, both of them are going to be all in. And if they get the feeling the other person involved isnt all in, theyll draw back. Theyd rather go it alone than have somebody who didnt want a baby in the picture. With a shrug, she finished. Sloane was being cautious. The guy…well, if shed given him a chance, I think he would have surprised her.

He should have made sure, Boone muttered. Ellens vague response didnt do anything to lessen his irritation at the unknown father. Because he wanted to know more, more than he had a right to, he brushed it off. Its none of my business, though. Looks like shes got a handle on things. Taylor, too.

Oh, yes. Ellen grinned. Taylor is getting plenty of experience with diaper-changing.

Hey.

Both of them turned toward the man striding into the kitchen. Taylor paused by his wife and tugged on a loose curl. Ill have you know, I had plenty of experience with changing diapers. Both Pierce and I took our turns helping out with Sloane, thank you very much.

Ellens response was cut off by Boone. Out of the blue, he said, Your mother should have tried more. I know she was trying to keep the farm going, but…

He stopped abruptly, red rushing up to heat his cheeks. I…whoa. Shit. Im sorry.

Taylor didnt look offended, though. He looked intense. Hooking his thumbs in his front pockets, he said, You remember me talking about hermy mother.

No. Boone scowled, the ever-present frustration rearing its ugly head. He reached up, rubbing at the scar that ran along his head, from the hairline on the left side, all the way past his crown. It was uneven and jagged and even now, he could feel the raised edges caused by inexpertly placed stitches. I just…it came to me. Things do that.

Youre remembering, though, Taylor said, eyes gleaming. Maybe not all the wayyetbut youre remembering. Thats gotta be a good thing.

Boone managed to smile. But in the pit of his gut, he wondered. Was there really any life worth remembering?








Chapter Thirteen





It was unsettling as hell, Sloane decided.

Her heart was still hammering in her chest and Danielle made a discontented squeak. Glancing down, she realized shed subconsciously shifted her hold on the baby, bringing her up to shield her bare breast from the man whod silently appeared in the doorway.

Hi, she said, her voice level despite the chaotic emotions rushing inside her. As Dani started to fuss, she grabbed the blanket from the arm of the chair and threw it over the babys head. Guiding Danielles hungry mouth to her breast under the concealment of the blanket, she forced herself to smile at Boone. Did you need anything?

No. He stared, and then, to her surprise, a blush crept up his cheeks.

Hed been staring at her, watching as she nursed the baby, and she had no idea how long hed been watching her.

It was unsettling as hell.

She finally managed to figure out the right way to phrase her next questionwell, if theres nothing you need, Dani and I are busybut Boone had moved into the quiet library where she liked to feed the baby in the afternoons. She fought the urge to squirm uncomfortably. Nursing, at least until now, hadnt bothered her, even if her brother was around. Taylor had gotten slightly red-faced about it at first and then, like somebody had flipped a switch, hed gotten completely nonchalant about it. More often than not, she had a blanket on hand in case she wasnt alone, but it had stopped bothering her within a few days of coming home from the hospital.

Boone changed all of that.

She wasnt self-conscious, exactly.

No, more like she was Boone-conscious. Too conscious of him and everything he did, so much so that she couldnt help but notice he was just as aware of her. And damn curious about the baby. Shed seen him, just last night, staring at the bassinet in the living room with something that looked like longing in his eyes.

Now he was sitting a few feet away.

As a blush crept up her cheeks, she focused on adjusting the blanket that Danielle kept trying to kick away. How…um. How are things going in the memory department? Anything new?

Bits and pieces, he said, his voice gruff.

She looked at him just in time to see him look away.

Hed been watching her.

Again.

It had been more than a week since hed arrived and in that time, shed caught him in the act of staring at her more often than she could count. It was a unique thing, the way he watched her and she wished she could brush it off, forget about itor even say something to discourage it.

But she liked the feel of his eyes on her. She liked it more than she cared to admit.

She liked him.

Shed always thought she would, although their correspondence had always been brief and informal. Something about a quiet, understated sense of humor had captured her interest and she found that his humor wasnt just understated; it was so dry, most people would have missed it.

She liked the way he had of sitting there, listening as everybody spoke and it was clear he did listen. He listened, and he thought, deliberated before offering any insight or opinion.

And she liked the way he could sit in a room without saying a single thing, as if words, to him, didnt matter all that much.

It was too easy sitting in the silence with him. Intimate, even. As intimate as feeling his mouth brush over her skin, but in a wholly different way.

She doesnt cry much, Boone said, disturbing her reverie.

Dani went oddly still and Sloane had the odd little thought that maybe some part of the child recognized her father. But that was a fanciful, foolish idea.

No, Sloane said. She had to clear her throat before she could continue. No, she doesnt. Shes a very good baby.

Does she look like you?

Sloane jerked her head up at that, staring into Boones pale eyes. Um… She tried to shrug nonchalantly and wished she could lie worth a damn. No, not really.

Dani didnt look like her. Although she still had that baby plumpness, her chin showed the promise of being sharper, almost pointed and her cute little nose turned up more than Sloanes. And her eyes…

She blew out a steadying breath.

She had her fathers eyes. The blue of a newborn baby had shifted over the past couple of weeks and was even more noticeable now. Danielle had pale, pale green eyes and if a person really looked, they might even notice the similarity between the gazes of the small baby and the big, quiet man sitting a few feet away.

I need to tell him, she thought. Despair and desperation were hot on the heels of that thought. How did she tell a man who couldnt remember her that hed helped her bring a new life into the world? That wasnt exactly something you could blurt out over after dinner coffee.

Shed brush the idea aside entirely, except…the way he watched her. How hed look at the baby. Something acute and dark burned in his eyes as he watched themsomething that was akin to greed.

Sloane understand that.

She was greedy.

Greedy for him, greedy for more, greedy for the promise of a family that had eluded her from the very breath shed taken. Her mother had been a good mom, she knew that. Georgia Redding had tried, raising three kids on her own, struggling to keep the Redding farm going even when it was clear the end was near. Shed tried, but too often, it had been Taylor or Pierce to cook supper, to help Sloane get ready for bed and as shed gotten older, it had been the twins whod been there to help with homework or the secret little miseries that too often happened to a young, gawky girl who was too smart for her age.

A familya real onewas all Sloane had ever wanted.

And the way he watched her tore jagged claws into wounds shed hope to bury.

Hes crazy, you know.

Sloane jerked her head up as Boone rose from his chair.

Who? What?

Boone shrugged, the motion almost awkward. Whoever he isthe dad. He should be here with you. I cant get why he wouldnt want… He made an abstract gesture that seemed to encompass Sloanes entire worldthe baby, the farm, her home. This.

Then he left, walking away as a knot formed in Sloanes throat.





I have to tell him.

Ellen sipped from her glass of wine. I agree.

Good. Okay. Ill…

Realizing that Ellen was still watching her, too intently, Sloane stopped. What?

Ellen looked down, pondering her glass with a scrutiny that seemed almost out of place. I do think you should tell him. I just… She stopped and looked away. Is now the right time? He still isnt remembering much.

You think telling him would make it worse? Sloane asked hesitantly.

I dont know. Ellen frowned, still pondering her wine. I dont know anything about what happened to him, his injury, what made him forget. Or what happened to him over the past year.

Sloane didnt want to know any of those thingsor maybe she did, but at the same time, she wanted to pretend nothing had happened. She knew he had gone through something awful. He had new scars, including a nick on his chin and a thin, narrow slice that bisected his left eyebrow.

Now more uncertain than ever, she sat down at the table and dropped her head into her hands. Taylor had Dani out in the backyard, relaxing at the end of a long workday. They only had a small percentage of the land theyd had growing up, but owningand runninga farm was a lot of work. He had a couple of good hands around to help him, but Taylor, being Taylor, jumped right in, taking up the reins of running the place as if hed never been gone.

From the window, she could see her brother, watching as he rocked with Dani on the heavy wooden swing that hung under a fat, towering oak. He looked completely content, a smile lighting his face as he spoke to the baby.

Even from here, Sloane could see how the small child watched her uncle, as if she understood every word.

Hes happy here, she said quietly.

Ellen followed her gaze and in the next moment, she smiled. The smile was so heartfelt, it turned her from beautiful to absolutely breathtaking. Yes. He is. We are, Ellen said.

Id worried… Sloane trailed off, shrugging.

I know.

Sliding her sister in law a sidelong look, she waited.

Ellen pushed up from the table and moved to the window, staring outside at her husband. She rested a hand on the window, as though that alone might close the distance between them. Id worried, too. After the military, the job with DDX, how was he going to adjust to life on a farm? She laughed and looked back at Sloane, her eyes glinting. I worried about the same thing. You know I grew up on a farm.

Sloane nodded. Ellen had lived on a farm with her parents up until her mom divorced her father and took off to Nashvillewith her fourteen year old daughterbecause she needed to find herself. Ellen had hated the city, at first. But then shed acclimated and became a self-professed city girl.

It looks like you both found what you were looking for anyway. Envy curled through her, a sly, slippery little beast and she smashed it.

We werent looking and found each other anyway. Ellen turned back to the table, a pleased smile on her face. Yeah, Id worried. This place, its so calm, so different from what the life hed had before we got married.

I guess thats what he wanted. This life…you. Flicking her gaze to her brother, Sloane studied him with the baby. Now I just wonder how long it will take for him to start talking to you about kids. Hes heads over heels for mine.

Um…

Catching the humor in the other womans voice, Sloane glanced at her. Youre not…

No. Ellen grinned. Not yet. But…yeah. Were trying. Wed talked about it off and on since you told us you were expecting, and then Dani comes along and…well. We need to have one of our own before we steal yours.

Sloane arched a brow. Try it.

A figure passed in front of the window and she groaned as the sight of Boone dragged her thoughts from her family, to the little problem of their stolen night.

She watched as he strode to her brother. He seemed to hesitate before sitting down and a second later, Taylor pushed the baby into his arms.

Sloane caught her breath.

Oh, my.

She echoed Ellens soft words in her own head and swallowed around the knot that had wedged itself into her throat.

Boone. Holding his daughter.

Spinning away, she closed her eyes.

I have to tell him

She cut the words short when the door swung open.

Panic locked her throat and she turned, eying her brother as he paused in the doorway. Tell me what? he asked, clearly having heard her.

Nothing. She spoke too quickly and immediately cursed herself as Taylors eyes narrowed slightly.

Dont give me that look, she said sourly. Its not you. Its none of your business.

Whats wrong? Taylor asked softly.

Without blinking an eye, Sloane smiled at him and lied. Not a thing.





The military could have trained him as a sniper. Boone could take out a target at two thousand yards in the dead of night and he could defuse a live bombhe could, and had.

He knew these things because Taylor had told himand it all felt right. He knew he could kill, and he even had done it once or twice in down in the hell of that Mexican prison. It was a kill or be killed sort of world and he hadnt wanted to die in the misery.

Threats of death and dismemberment didnt make him sweat.

But the small baby in his arms left his hands all shaky.

Little Danielle Redding blinked big green eyes up at him and then opened her mouth in a huge yawn. The tiny little noise she made reminded him of a bleating sheep. Although Boone had no idea how he knew what sort of sound a sheep made.

The sound of the door had him looking up and he met Taylors steady gaze.

You shouldnt leave her out here with me alone, he said scowling, although some part of him already wanted to cuddle the small child closer. I could drop her.

Taylor rolled his eyes. Youve disarmed live explosivesI think you can handle a baby who barely weighs ten pounds.

Terror grabbed him by the throat. Ten pounds? Is she not eating? Even as he thought that, he felt like an idiot, because he saw the little girl eating all the time. Or close to it, at least. But…ten pounds?

Taylor laughed. Relax. Shes just little. Sloane was the same way.

At the mention of her name, Boone flicked his eyes to the house. The baby squirmed and made a disgruntled noise in her throat and instinctively, he lifted her to his shoulder, the same way hed see Sloane or Ellen or Taylor doing. She curled right into him and he closed his eyes, felt something in his heart twist just a little.

She was so small.

Want to feed her?

His eyes flew open. I dont see how thats going to work, he said after a moment.

Taylor tossed him a bottle. Boone snatched it out of the air and stared at her. Ah…I thought she only nursed.

Nope. Sloane… Face reddening, Taylor jerked a shoulder in a shrug. She pumps some.

Pumps…mystified, Boone looked down at the bottle and then shifted his hold on the baby. I dont know how to do this.

You pop the bottle in her mouth. She does the rest. Taylor hunkered down in front of him and held out his arms, pantomimed holding the baby. Hold her like this.

It took a moment or two to get the baby settled and Boone wouldnt tell a single soul how natural it felt, once he had her tucked up against him. He held up the bottle and with all the caution he would have used had he actually been defusing a live bomb, he guided the bottle to Danis little mouth.

She made a loud squawking sort of noise and he started chuckling as she brought up tiny fists, bracketing the bottle with her hands as though she feared hed pull the bottle away. Have at it, babydoll, he murmured.

Something in his heart tugged.

But he ignored it.

In a few more weeks, hed be out of this place and hopefully back to his life.

And both Dani and Sloane would continue on with theirs.








Chapter Fourteen





Here, let me help you with that.

Sloane looked up, shielding the light from the sun with one hand. She shouldnt have wasted the time. In the few seconds it had taken her to focus sun-dazzled eyes on Boones face, hed taken the basket from her and settled it on his hip.

His gaze flicked around and landed on the baby snoozing on the porch. Sloane had brought the swing out so she could listen for Dani while she picked tomatoes from the small kitchen garden just off the back of the house.

You must like tomatoes, he said after a lingering glance at the still sleeping baby.

Im making spaghetti for dinner. Using those for the sauce.

Boone blinked at her and then looked down at the tomatoes. You make it from tomatoes?

She laughed. Well, thats typically the number one ingredient in marinara.

I always figured the number one ingredient was the jar it came in.

Sloane shrugged. Ill eat sauce from a jar if I have to, but if I can make it myself, why bother? Then, before silence could form, she cut around him. You can just dump the basket on the counter. Ill be in to wash them after I get the baby inside.

She took her time unbuckling Dani, checking the diaper, hoping to kill enough time that Boone got bored and moved off to something else. He was strongershe could see that on his face and he didnt look as haggard as he had when hed first arrived at the farm.

She wondered how much longer hed be here, and she wondered how to work up to what she had to tell him.

Brooding over it as she carried Dani into the house, she tried, yet again, to piece together the right words.

Putting Dani down in the playpen she kept on hand, she turned around, intent on heading outside.

Boone was coming through the door with the swing, already folded flat. She watched as in silence as he tucked it into the little niche between the fridge and counter and then turned to the sink.

Thank you. She swallowed. You didnt need to do that.

Not like Ive got much else to do, he said, a faint smile tugging at his lips. Taylor doesnt seem to trust me to help him out on the farmdoing whatever farmers do. Probably a good thing. Ive got a black thumb.

I doubt that. You just didnt grow up on a farm.

His eyes came to hers. No.

She went to ask him where he did grow up, only to stop, because he still wasnt remembering much.

In the city.

She shot him a look and then had to swallow when she realized that shed closed the distance between them without even realizing it. Unnerved, she turned on the sink and washed her hands. She finished and went to turn off the water, but Boone shoved his hands under the faucet and did the same. She hurriedly backed away, needing distance between them before he realized how very little distance she actually wanted between them.

Can I help?

She went to tell him no, but made the mistake of looking up at him.

He looked…

She cut the thought off before it could finish, although deep inside she knew exactly what it was that she didnt want to think about.

Lonely. Boone looked lonely.

Sure. She managed a casual shrug as she turned away. Although theres nothing too fascinating about dicing up tomatoes.

She went to pick up the basket, turning back to the sink even as her hand closed around the wicker handle.

Boone bumped into her, in the process of doing the same thinggetting the basket of tomatoes. Their hands brushed and she sucked in a breath, pulling away. He did the same and somehow, she ended up tangling her feet in her hurry to get some space between them.

Off-balance, she swayed backward.

Strong, hard hands steadied her.

Dazed, she looked up at Boone.

He was looking down at her.

She didnt know which one of them moved first, whether she kissed him or he kissed her.

She just knew that his mouth was on hersfinally.



Finally.

Over the past few weeks, Boone had driven himself slowly insane, wondering how shed taste. Hed suspected shed taste spicy, and slightly sweet, and he groaned when she opened her mouth for him, letting him discover for himself just how on target shed been.

She moved closer and he wrapped one arm around her narrow waist, pulling her completely against him.

It was a fit.

Even as he tangled a hand in her long hair, Boone couldnt help but notice just how well they fit.

Her tongue flicked against his and the hunger inside him exploded. Spinning them around, he backed her up against the counter. Her arms came around his neck and she arched against him. He slid his hands up her waistso slim and delicateand then cupped one plump little breast in his hand.

An image flashed through his headhim holding her, like this. Her naked breasts in his hands, small and sweet and perfect.

He circled the nipple with his thumb. That would make her

She cried out.

Déjà vu tripped through him and he stilled, focusing on the fading memory, trying to grab him.

Sloane moved against him again, a hungry little sound in her throat.

Screw the memoriesor the fantasy.

Yeah, had to be fantasy.

This was better.

Mindless, he kissed his way down her throat, brushing her hair out of the way as he continued his trek down her body. He freed one button, then another

A door slammed.

What the…

He jerked away as if hed been scalded.

At the sound of her brothers voice, Sloane went red.

Boone turned to face Taylor. From the corner of his eye, he could see the way she reached up, clutching the neck of her shirt closed, although hed only freed the top two buttons.

Taylor was gaping at them.

That was the only way to describe the way he stood there, mouth open, eyes wide. You… he waved a hand between them and then turned away, bringing that same hand up to cover his eyes. You…okay, Im turning around and leaving the room. When I come back in here, I dont want to see…that.

Boone went to apologize, although the words tripped up even before he could say them, because the hell was he sorry.

Sloanes laugh, though, nervous and shaky, cut him off before he managed to find the words. Gee, will that make you feel better, Taylor? she asked, her question directed at the retreating back of her brother.

Im hoping so.

Thirty seconds passed before Taylor come back into the room, a pained expression on his face. Man, youre still standing too close. Why you gotta stand so close?

Sloanes answer was lost to the blood roaring in Boones ears. He wanted to push the other man out of the roomor better yet, just pick up Sloane and take her somewhere else. Anywhere else.

A babys fretful cry interrupted his thoughts and as though drawn by strings, he found himself moving to stand next to the playpen. Without thinking about it, he bent over and scooped the fussing infant up.

She made a low gurgle and settled against his chest, one hand fisted in his shirt.

He thought he felt his heart roll over.





Oh, hell.

Sloane clutched the edge of the counter in her hands as she stared at Boone and her daughtertheir daughter. Boone held their daughter.

Emotion clogged her throat.

Is there a problem, hed asked. And shed said no, because Dani wasntand hadnt ever beena problem.

Boone held her as though she was the most precious thing hed ever seen.

I…um… Fumbling for the words, she spun away from them both and focused on the tomatoes. If her hands were busy, then shed be fine. Shed do okay.

Acutely aware of the weight of their gazes boring into her, she reached for a tomato and started to cut. That simple chore gave her something to focus on and she could feel her heart slowing down to a normal pace.

Boone said something to the baby, his voice so low, Sloane couldnt even make the words. But she recognized the soft little cooing sound Dani always made when she was happy.

Sloane felt her heart wrenchand then she yelped.

The knife clattered to the cutting board and she jerked her hand up, staring at the blood all but spouting. Her knees went weak and black dots started to dance in front of her

Sloane!

Dazed, she looked away from what seemed to be a river of blood to stare at Boone.

He strode forward, the baby cradled against his chest with one hand while with the other, he grabbed a towel from the nearby island.

Here, take her, he said to Taylor, pushing the baby into her uncles hands.

Sloane barely noticed.

Blood rolled offer her hand and plopped down to splatter on the floor. Her hand throbbed and it seemed like the blood pulsed in beat with her heart, spilling more and more of the thick red out with each pump of her heart.

When Boone closed a hand around her wrist and squeezed tight, she whimpered.

Be still, baby, he said, his eyes on her injury.

Baby…

She dragged her mind back to the here and now, watching as Boone wrapped a towelgentlyaround her finger. Youre going to need stitches.

Sloane opened her mouth. No. No way

Ill take her to the emergency room, he said even as she tried to pull away.

A band aid. Okay, maybe more than one, but she could deal with this here. At home. Why go to the ER?

Then she made the mistake of looking at her towel-wrapped hand.

Blood had already soaked through.





It was after midnight when Boone pulled up in front of the house, a dozing Sloane in the seat next to him. Theyd loaded her up with pain meds. Shed tried to argue, telling them she had a baby to nurse, but common sense had finally prevailed. Hed picked up the prescription in town, at the twenty-four hour pharmacy located just across the street from the hospital. Hed forced a burger into her when she took the medicine and now she was out of it.

It had taken nearly forty minutes to get to Nowhere from the hospital on the outskirts of Birmingham and shed fallen asleep a good half hour ago.

The farm was dark and quiet, but as he gently shut the drivers side door, a light came on and he wasnt surprised to see Taylors shadow fill the doorway a moment later.

Moving around the car, he opened the door and crouched down.

Sloane was still sleeping.

Sloane. He said her name gently, waiting for a response but all she did was cuddle deeper into the seat, her bandaged hand on her lap.

Sighing, he freed the seatbelt.

It took a minute to get her settled in his arms and by the time he turned to face the house, Taylor was there.

The other man quietly shut the car door and gestured up the path.

They moved inside without speaking and Taylor led the way to Sloanes bedroom. She made one low, muttering sort of grumble when he accidentally bumped her feet against the door, but other than that, she didnt even stir.

Once he had her on her bed, he slipped off her shoes.

She immediately rolled onto her side and drew her knees up.

Grabbing the blanket from the end of the bed, he flipped it up over her and then turned.

Taylor stood there, watching him appraisingly.

Great.

Just great.








Chapter Fifteen





Late night chats with protective older brothers fell into the category of things I dont want to do, but Boone didnt see any way around it.

In the kitchen, he settled down at the counter and waited as Taylor went straight to the refrigerator and opened it, pulling out two amber bottles.

Boone wasnt really in the mood for a beer, but he accepted the proffered bottle nonetheless. He lifted it to his lips and took a quick sip as Taylor dropped down across from him.

Hows her hand?

Boone shrugged. Called you. Shes got twenty stitchestwenty. Shit.

Taylor grimaced. He was silent a moment and then said, I suppose I should say thanks for taking her. It was more my job than yours.

You are better equipped to deal with the baby. Boone took another drink and then focused on the bottle rather than the man in front of him. He couldnt really explain that hed been all but overcome by the surge of protectiveness that had insisted he take care of Sloane.

You seem to do okay with her.

From under his lashes, Boone saw Taylor shrug. Youre her uncle. Youve been helping out with her since she was born. He frowned, reaching up to rub at the back of his neck. How old is she?

The baby? Taylor squinted at him. Almost two months.

Boone did the math in his head. She would have gotten pregnant around the time you two got married, then, he murmured. Hed been at that wedding. He wondered if he knew the father and then decided hed rather not know the answer to that.

Yeah, thats what I figured. Taylors mouth went tight.

Whats up?

His friend shook his head. Nothing. I just… He stopped for a moment and took a long, deep drag off the bottle before thunking it down on the table. She deserves better. Whoever the guy was, he should have stood by her. Makes me furious to see her getting up at one in the morning, night after night. I try to help, but shes determined to do it all on her own.

Do you know who the dad is?

Taylor gave a quick shake of his head. No. I could probably find out. It had to be somebody she was seeing in the city before she moved back home, but when I asked her, it was pretty clear she didnt want to talk about it. So Im trying to respect her privacy. He lifted the bottle, but didnt drink this time. Instead, he studied Boone across the table. Im not going to respect yours, though, man. You had your hands all over my sister.

Boone said nothing. What was there to say?

You had your hands all over her and your tongue halfway down her throat, unless I was seeing things. Taylor paused. Was I seeing things?

You got good eyes. Boone shrugged.

How many times has that happened?

Boones response was cut short when he caught a low noise.

A moment later, Sloane appeared in the doorway, still wearing the clothes shed had on earlier. Shed taken off the light over shirt she had on before the leftit was liberally splashed with bloodand all she wore now was a pair of jeans and a skinny strapped tank or camisole or whatever the hell a girl called that sort of garment.

Complete and utter silencethe surest way to know people have been talking about you, she said, her mouth twisting in a sulky pout that made him want to bite her full lower lip.

You just had enough stitches to sew up my old army duffel. I think were entitled, Taylor said easily.

Sloane rolled her eyes. Okay, A) It wasnt that many stitcheslike twenty. B) If you were talking about my stupidity-induced accident, you would have been razzing me, not zipping your mouth shut, Taylor.

Hey, Im just concerned.

Dont concern yourself with my personal life, she said tartly.

When Taylor went to respond, Boone cut him off. How are you feeling?

Exhausted. She made a face. That pill you pushed down my throat will knock you for a loop.

You should be in bed sleeping, he said softly.

I cant. She shrugged restlessly. Im used to Dani waking up and…

Her cheeks went red. Never mind. She crossed to the sink and grabbed a glass from the drain rack nearby. Im just going to get some water and try to go back to bed.

Dani is usually awake by now, Taylor said.

I know. She glanced over her shoulder. Thats why Im awake. Shes got me trained, I tell you. But I poked my head into her room earlier and shes still sleeping.

Youll have to let us help more for a few days. Taylor nodded at her hand. Youll have a hard time changing her for a few days, at least.

Sloane shrugged.

Her gaze slid toward Boone and then away. Although the connection lasted less than a second, he felt it echo through him and he wanted to move to her, pull her up against him.

Something must have showed on his face, because she started blushing all over again. She hurriedly drank her water and then rinsed out the glass. As she put it in the drain rack, she said, I guess Ill go back to bed.

She was halfway across the floor when he spoke, the words surprising himand embarrassing him. How are you going to be able…um… His gaze dropped to her chest.

She crossed her arms over her breasts.

His face was now as red as hers, but she managed a level voice as she said, Ill just pump and dump the milk until I dont need the pain meds. Ive got some stored in the freezer and some formula, too. Goodnight.



In the privacy of her room, Sloane leaned back against the door. Shed almost said something.

Shed heard the two of them talking. Boone had closed the door behind him when he left and the sound of it had woken her up. Shed been just a minute or two after them when theyd gone downstairs and shed heard pretty much the entire conversation.

Shed almost said something.

About Danis dad, about Taylor nosing into her personal life.

It had taken a sheer effort of will to keep her mouth shut and she knew it was the pain medication that had loosened her tongue.

Shed have to avoid Boonehell, her brother, toofor a day or two, until she wasnt in a drug-induced haze.

When she told Booneand shed do it soonshed rather do it the right way, not just blurt it out in front of her brother.





Are you going to tell me whats up with you?

Sloane jerked up her head, staring at her brothers face.

You scared me!

He just crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the door jam.

It had been almost forty-eight hours since shed cut her hand and she thought maybe tomorrow, she could forgo the pain meds. That meant she just had to get through today without doing or saying something stupidor walking into another wall. Shed done that twice.

Under her brothers prying gaze, she found herself squirming.

How did your day go? she asked, hoping to divert his attention.

It was a fruitless hope, though.

Taylor sauntered into the library, pausing to crouch in front of Danis swing, murmuring to her until the baby cooed at him. Her face broke out into a radiant smile and Sloane ruefully acknowledge she might have to fight to make sure she stayed number one in her little girls life. She seemed to have her uncle wrapped around her tiny little fingers.

How come youre being on antisocial the past few days, sis? Taylor rose as he spoke and turned to face her.

Im not. Then she shrugged. Okay, maybe I am. Im cranky and I hurt and I dont like to be around people when Im cranky and hurt.

Bullshit. Taylors face was grim. I know you too well to buy that. When youre cranky, you want people around that much moreto distract you.

That was when I was ten, she said loftily. Im not ten anymore.

True. Taylor dropped down on the fat leather couch and leaned forward, elbows braced on his knees. Since when did you have a thing for Boone?

Blood rushed to her face. Who says I did?

Your tongue down his throat says you did. Taylor cocked a brow.

She blushed even harder, her face going hot. Im a little too old for you to be monitoring the guys I kiss.

Never said I was monitoring. Taylor shrugged. It was kind of hard to unsee the two of you wrapped around each other, sis. Hes…

He hesitated and then said softly, I just dont want to see you hurt. Boones a great guy, but hes going through a mess right now, with his memories and all.

I know. Uncomfortable now, she looked away.

I just dont think this is the ideal time for either of you to getting something started. Youve got the baby and hes still trying to figure everything out.

Sighing, she rose and moved to the window. Shed volunteered to help get the library here organized and she was mostly done with the task and bored, little to do during the day when she wasnt taking care of Dani. Between her and Ellen, the household chores were done in far less time, especially since Ellen had a lady come in and clean twice a month. There was only so many times she could play Candy Crush before she got bored. Staring outside, she wondered what Taylor would do when he learned that she and Boone had actually started something eleven months ago.

She rubbed the heel of her hand over the ache in her chest.

Sloane…

Taylor, enough. She went to turn around. Her injured hand bumped into the window sill and a strangled shriek rose from behind her lips. Gasping, she brought her now-throbbing hand to her chest, cradling it.

Dani squalled, her tiny face puckering up.

Shit, Sloane murmured, moving over to the swing.

Here, let me

I got it! Sloane could have kicked herself, but the frustrated words were already out there and Dani, sensing something, started to cry.

Sighing, she fumbled the baby out of the swing and up onto her shoulder. Her milk-laden breasts started to ache, responding to her childs cry, and she groaned. That just made it all perfect.

She couldnt nurse while she had the narcotics in her system and pumping, while necessary, was a pain in the butt.

Sloane, I just want to help, Taylor said quietly.

I know that. Waspishly, she wished people would stop wanting to help for a while. Immediately after that thought circled through her head, she started to feel like a heel. Shed come home because she wanted to be with her family, wanted Dani to grow up with family. And she was shoving Taylors concern in his face. Im just…tired. Sore.

I know youre tired, Taylor said, his voice closer. Thats why I want to help. Youre up most nights two or three times feeding her, changing her.

Taylor made a disgusted sound. You shouldnt have to do this alone. That shithead

Hes not She clamped her lips shut before she could say it. She didnt want to swear around the baby. Slowly, she turned, facing her brother. Back off, Taylor. Hes not a bad guy.

Yeah. Taylor sneered. Im sure Mom said the same thing about our dad after he up and took off, leaving her here to run this place, take care of us on his own.

Its not the same thing, she whispered, shaking her head.

Youre right. Taylor shoved his hands into his pockets, a dark look on his face. Dad, at least, had the decency to hang around until we were a little older. This guy, he just up and walked

No, he didnt! she snapped. Look, I…I never told him, okay?

Taylor stared at her. He shook his head, almost as if he wasnt sure hed heard what he heard. Then he took a step toward her. What?

I didnt… Damn it. Sighing, she shifted Dani to her shoulder and moved over to the couch, sitting down. The small, warm little bundle in her arms suddenly felt terribly heavy and she started to understand what Ellen had been trying to tell her. He asked…

Licking her lips, she looked up and met her brothers gaze. We were careful. Im on the pillshoot, you know that. Youre the one who had to take me to the doctor the first time, back when I was missing so much school. And we used…back-up. She swallowed. It was awkward as hell, talking about this to her brother, of all people. We were careful. But Id been sick. I had to go on antibiotics…

Strep, Taylor murmured. You had strep right before the wedding.

Yeah. She swallowed and looked away. I didnt think…well, I didnt know about the thing with the pill and antibiotics. The doctor didnt tell me and I stopped reading all those stupid precautions on my prescriptions ages ago. This…it just happened.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. He came by. He wanted to make sure… Her breathing hitched, almost painfully. He asked if there was a problem.

Now, all but pleading with him to understand, she said, Taylor, Dani wasnt a problem, not even then. So I just told him there wasnt any problem…and he left.





Boone leaned against the wall, his face buried in his hands.

Words and images and thoughts churned in his head, an ugly storm that threatened to pummel him down into the very earth.

He asked if there was a problem.

Images flashed in front of his eyes.

Sloane, wearing a skirt and skinny boots and a skinny black top, staring at him from across a gleaming kitchen. There was a faint smile on her lips as she said, No problem.

That spun away into another flashone hed thought was a fantasy, but now he had to wonder. Was it memory? The surreal images of him stretching Sloane down on a bed, the room dark and quiet, up until he brought her to a moaning climax.

My name

That single thought, like he pulled on a vital thread, sent it all unraveling and he remembered. He remembered the hotel, how shed punched some guyit would have been her ex-fiancé, he knew that now. How theyd danced and hed kissed her and taken her back to his hoteltaken her.

The rubber, how hed discovered it broken, and then herhow shed disappeared on him.

The blur of weeks between that time together and when he approached her at her home.

No problem.

Fuck, he whispered.

The voices in the room just beyond him stilled.

Shoving off the wall, he moved to stand in the doorway, his eyes immediately cutting to Sloane.

Her face was pale.

Her eyes were dark and haunted.

And she held her daughterno, their daughterin her arms protectively.

Boone, Taylor said, his voice tight. Now isnt…

The other mans words trailed off as he glanced at Boone, then took another longer look.

Boone barely noticed. He was too busy staring at Sloaneat his child.

Boone, Sloane said, her voice shaking.

He just backed away, still watching her.

Boone. She stood up, a plea on her face.

Taylor looked between the two of them and then quietly, he whispered, Son of a bitch.

Boone turned on his heel and strode away.








Chapter Sixteen





After months of nothing, one might think Boone would welcome the onslaught of memories.

One would be wrong.

Hed taken one of the horses from the stable and mounted up. He knew how to rideand yeah, he could even remember that now. He hadnt even bothered with a saddle, because he wanted to be gone.

Now, nearly an hour after hed figured it out and a hard, sweaty ride later, he stood at the edge of the lake.

Oh, he didnt want the empty slate his mind had been, but damn if he wanted this knowledge.

DaniDaniellewas his.

Hed helped Sloane bring that tiny little bit of perfection into being and the thought leveled him, terrified him.

The horse whickered from a few feet away and he turned. It wasnt a surprise, he guessed, when he caught sight of the slim form mounted atop a large bay.

Turning away, he stared back out over the water as Sloane closed the distance between them.

In the few minutes it took for her to dismount and move to stand next to him, he wrapped a steely fist around his emotions, shoving them deep, deep inside.

Or so he thought.

A few quietly spoken words from her had him ready to scream in frustration.

Im sorry, she said.

Boone snorted. Keeping his voice caustic and dry, he said, Why? Because you made the wise decision to keep a no-account bum out of your babys life? Our baby…

Sloane touched his arm. Youre hardly a no account bum, Boone. I know too much about you, about what you do

For a paycheck. He caught her wrist and gently nudged her hand away before he turned to face her. I do it for a paycheck. I joined the army because I didnt have any other options and I went to work for DDX because the two men I called friendthe only twoasked me to. I was tired of the killing and tired of the military and they offered me an out. A job. A paycheck.

Oh, Boone. Her eyes softened. She went to touch him, but he backed away.

The slice of hurt that appeared in her eyes sent an echoing pain through his chest.

But she didnt back down. Boone, you dont do the kind of job you do for a paycheck. You risk your life, your sanity…your freedom and you do it because you believed you could help.

Dont go making me into some sort of altruistic hero. That was Pierce. Thats Taylor. Its not me.

Her eyes flickered at the sound of her dead brothers name.

Taking a step toward her, he said, He died because of me. He saw the sniper and he shoved me out of the way. I should have been the one to bleed out in the dirt and muck that night. Not him.

Those ragged words split her heart right open.

Reaching up, she cupped his face in her hand. He froze and she prepared herself for him to back away. But he just stood there, as if he was unable to move.

If life was fair, then both of my brothers would still alive, she said quietly.

He reached up, his movements jerky. When he closed his fingers around her wrist, she felt her pulse jump up. All from his touch.

His lids drooped, shielding his gaze, but not in time. She saw his the way his pupils flared and his mouth parted on a harsh intake of breath.

Fair is a fairy tale, Sloane. He tugged her hand away and let go, gently. He raked her with a look and it left her feeling like hed scraped away layers of skin.

She wrapped her arms around herself as he moved in and murmured against her ear. If life was fair, he murmured. Then you wouldnt have gotten knocked up by a bastard like me. You wouldnt have had to sidestep my questions when I asked if you were pregnant.

Sidestep? She turned to gape at him as he strode away.

He shot her a look over his shoulder, Yeah. Sidestep. You dodged me when I asked you and dont think I dont know why. I wouldnt want to raise a baby with me, either.

Insult held her rigid and kept her silent as he looked away and once more continued forward.

To the horse.

He was leaving

Oh, no, youre not, she muttered under her breath.

It took no time for her to cross the distance between them, her long legs eating up the feet in less time than it took him to mount the horse.

She caught the reins, murmured soothingly to the gelding as he balked at her sudden appearance and the weight of the man whod just slung a leg over his back. Its okay, Cocoa, she said, stroking the horse from his forehead down to his muzzle. Its okay.

Give me the reins, Boone said in a monotone.

No. She kept her voice low and gentle as she continued to stroke the horse. He sighed and leaned into her touch while the man astride his back glared at her. You dont ride much. You should have grabbed the reins before you mounted.

He narrowed his eyes.

She smiled sweetly up at him. Get off the horse.

Were done here.

Oh, no, were not. She studied him while Cocoa started to shift nervously. Boone was a bigger guy than Cocoa was used to carrying and the skittish beast was picking up on the tension in the air. Get down.

When he just stared at her, she gave him a long, thorough study.

You ever been thrown by a horse? she asked as Cocoa continued his anxious little dance.

The abrupt change in topic confused him enough that he actually answered. Almost every damn time I get on one, he said, reaching out to stroke a hand down the horses neck.

Cocoa rolled his eyes backyard.

She murmured to him again.

Well, you can get off or take your chances, she said.

Give me the damn reins.

She did just that and stepped back. Get ready.

Boones reply was cut off by a nervous whicker from the horse and the agitated sound of it had Boone stiffen up.

The worst thing he could have done.

Cocoa reared.

When Boone came flying off, she winced in sympathy.

Youre too big a rider for him, she said as he lay on the ground.

He didnt say anything, just closed his eyes.

She called to Cocoa, clicking under tongue.

The horse was pacing around nervously and if she wasnt mistaken, he gave her an embarrassed look. But he didnt come to her right away.

Sighing, she looked at Boone. You made him feel bad!

He should feel bad! Boone, now sitting up, glared at her. The damn thing threw me! And you knew he would.

No. She slid her hands into her pockets. I told you to get down or take your chances.

You damn well knew he was going to throw me. Boone went to stand and winced.

No. I thought he might. She lifted a shoulder. And if you knew anything about horses, you would have realized he was nervous.

The look he gave would have withered her where she stoodif she had been the same woman hed taken back to the hotel room. But the past year had changed her, and not just because she barely slept more than three or four hours at a stretch these days.

When she angled her chin up, she thought she saw a flicker of surprise in his eyes.

Okay, he said sourly as he shoved upright and started to dust off the seat of his pants. You got me off the damn horse. Now say what you need to say.

I didnt sidestep you, she said.

So what would you call it?

Crossing her arms over her chest, she glared at him. You were eavesdroppingyou should know the answer. Feeling more than a little defensive, she gave into the anger flickering inside her. You stupid ass. You asked me if there was a problem. Dani isnt a problem. She never was. Its not my fault you asked the wrong damn question.

He gaped at her.

On a roll now, she strode toward him. You cant stand there and tell me I sidestepped you because I didnt want you to be a father. I dont know what kind of father youd be, so how the hell could I sidestep you?

She stopped in front of him, a few bare inches away.

Fire seemed to burn in his eyes. You want me to believe you lied to me just because you felt like it? he demanded. Before she could answer, he caught her chin in his hands, bending down until their gazes were level. You did the right thing. I dont blame youI dont know shit-all about being a dad and even less about being a good dad.

He let go of her abruptly, backing away as if she was contagious.

She didnt follow. She heard something in his voice. And it broke her heart.

What I know about dads would turn your stomach, sugar, Boone said. His spine was a hard, rigid line, shoulders tense as he stared out over the smooth water of the lake. My dad? The man had this thing for instant obedience. As in he said get your ass out of bed and if you were out of bed by the time the words left his mouth, hed haul you out. I saw him dragging my mother out of bed by the hairshed been sick with the flu and was all but unconscious, but he didnt give a fuck about that.

Sloane closed her eyes.

My kid sister…

His voice trailed off.

When he didnt say anything, Sloane opened her eyes and forced herself to move. He didnt look at her as she came to a stop by his side. I didnt know you had a sister.

Shes been dead for more than twenty years.

Startled, she looked over at him.

When he turned his head to meet her gaze, his eyes were all but dead. Lifeless. She was three years old and shed fallen down, hit the back of her head. She was crying and didnt shut up when the old man told her to.

A hollow ache spread through her chest. Instinctively, she wanted to reach out for him, but she held herself still.

We had these neighborsnice folks, Boone murmured, his voice thick. They were in their sixties. The guy had served in the militaryfought in the Korean War…he was a tough son-of-a-bitch. His name was Phillip. His wife was Marie. Theyd called the cops on my dad more than a few times. Once, my dad went over there to get some of his own back. Hed waited until Phillip had left, thought the woman would be an easy target. Marie met him at the door with a gun in her hands.

He looked down at his hands, flexed them. They called the cops when they heard Ashley crying. She was screaming by the time the old guy got to our front door. Phillip kicked it in…but it was too late. Shed already stopped crying.

Boone looked over her. My dad had slammed her into the wall. She was crying…I went to pull him away and he threw me across the room. He was a big mother-fucker. He looked back down at his hands.

She suspected he wasnt seeing his own hands, but his fathers.

Ash…hed slammed her into the wall so hard, her head split. She went into a coma…never woke up.

Sloane wanted to weep. For the little girl shed never even known existed, and for the man standing before her now.

Phillip knocked my father down. His wife was thereshe grabbed me and pushed me into my moms arms, but my mom…she couldnt do anything. Marie went to take me out of there and…she…she stopped. I saw Ashley.








Chapter Seventeen





Shed been so pale, her blonde hair like snow, right up until it met the red spilling out of it.

He killed her. Boone closed his eyes as the fury and misery and grief twisted through him yet again. It had been almost twenty-five years and he still couldnt forget the sight of his little sister lying there, like a broken doll.

His arm had been broken and hed had a concussion from where hed hit his head when his father threw him, but the worst pain had come from knowing hed never again wake up to find the little girl snuggling in next to him after a nightmare. Theyd only been a year apart and shed been sweet and gentle and innocenteverything Boone had never been.

Youre nothing like him.

The sound of Sloanes voice pulled him out of the past.

His voice was rusty as he answered, I look just like him.

Thats on the surface, she said, her eyes soft and gentle. She reached out a hand.

He didnt know what drove him to take it, but he did.

My dad walked out on us. I was four and he just left. He walked away from his family farm, walked away from my mom, my brothers…me. Her voice skipped and she had to clear her throat before she continue. My brothers and I, we dont look much alike.

She looked away and he let himself stair, let himself look at her. A breeze kicked up and blew several strands of her dark brown hair across her cheek. They look a lot like my mom and my grandfatherher dad. But me?

A soft sigh escaped her before she looked back at him. I look like my dad. Ive got his hair, his eyes…even the shape of my mouth and my nose. I can see it now and I know my mom saw it then. But Im not my dad. She knew it. I know it. Im not ever going to walk away from my baby and I dont walk out of my family.

She squeezed his hand and moved in closer. And youre not your father. You couldnt raise a hand to a woman.

But I have.

She blinked, startled.

I spent years hunting down terrorists, Sloane. Ive killed women before.

Did you have a choice?

The question caught him off guard. Hed been prepared for disgust, for fear, but not for that simpleand honestquestion. I did what had to be doneor what I thought had to be done, at the time.

She reached up and when she thread her hand into his hair, he didnt pull away. Youre not him. Maybe you dont know shit all about being a father, but thats because…

She closed her eyes. Erratic breaths escaped her and he watched as she made a visible effort to calm them.

When she looked at him again, her gaze was serene. Thats because I didnt give you a chance. I know what its like to have a father who doesnt care. I didnt want to take that chance with my baby. She couldnt be a problemnot even from the beginning. Do you understand?





A problem.

Two hours later, he held Dani in his arms and she stared back at him with the same, avid fascination he seemed to feel. When he stroked a finger down her cheek, she batted a hand at him and then closed her fist around his pinkie.

She had a solid little grip there, especially for something so tiny, so delicate.

She had his eyes.

He wondered why he hadnt seen that already.

She had his eyes.

Sloane had said she didnt want her baby to have a father who thought of her as a problem, but he wasnt so sure that possible.

Little Dani was already a problem for him. She seemed to hold his heart in that tiny hand and as if shed read his thoughts, a brilliant grin lit her face.

I didnt know.

He lifted his gaze to the man in the door.

Taylor stood there, his hands in his pockets, his expression troubled.

Boone went back to staring at the baby.

Sloane was outside.

He could see her from where he sat, both her and Ellen. They were out on the swing and although hed been sitting there for nearly thirty minutes, he hadnt seen either woman say a word.

Im having a hard time believing that Sloane could do this to you, man. Im so so

Dont.

At the sound of his voice, his daughter started and then blinked, gazing up at him with what looked like fascination. He couldnt help but smile at her and stroke her cheek. She cooed and waved her fistsincluding the one that held his fingerin the air.

Dont, he said again, keeping his voice soft. He looked up at her. I get it.

Do you? Taylor stalked closer, moving to stare out the window. Well, thats just great. Explain it to me. I mean, I dont get it. Damn it, Boone, she knew you.

He laughed. Did she? He shook his head. I dont think she did. Nah, she didnt know me. We wrote each other a few times and when we… He stopped and then tipped his head back, staring up at the ceiling for a long moment before looking back at Taylor. We met at the bar in townHuleys? Yeah, thats right. I didnt know who she was, she didnt know who I was.

Taylors eyes went wide. You met… Then he breathed out a soft curse. Son of a bitch. Youre the big guy Huley saw leaving with her.

It didnt surprise Boone that Taylor had done some nosing around. Even if he claimed he was trying to respect her privacy, Taylor cared too much about his sister to just let it go as short as that.

Thats me, he said, shifting uncomfortably. We…um…well, we didnt figure out who the other person was until you introduced us the next morning.

At my wedding. Taylor looked away, a muscle starting to pulse in his cheek. Son of a bitch.

Youve said that. Dani started to squirm and he lifted her up to his shoulder, patting her bottom the way hed seen Sloane doing. We didnt know each other. If we had… Boone shrugged. I guess I would have figured out I was handling it wrongor I would have known the right way to handle it. And maybe…

He lapsed into silence.

Taylor moved closer and settled on the low-lying coffee table across from Boone. He watched Boone closely as he said, This is about your father.

Boone looked away. I dont want to do a post-mortem on this. If I was her and I knew jack shit about me, Id run screaming in the other direction.

Taylor glanced out the window. Shes not screaming. Then he met Boones gaze dead-on. And theres the deal, man. You know how much I love her, how protective I am. If I had any idea about the kind of man you were, I never would have invited younot for my wedding and not after…your little vacation down in Mexico. Youre a good man, Boone.





Boone knew better than to believe those words. Hours later, they echoed mockingly in his head.

He stood at the window, staring out over the sprawl of the Redding farm. It was so peaceful here. Quiet and easy, everything hed never really known, not even as an adult.

Hed slept easily in the silence over the past few weeks but right now, the quiet felt stifling.

And then it seemed to disappear entirely when he looked up at the soft click.

Sloane slipped inside his room.

His mouth went dry. Blood started to roar in his ears.

There were no lights on his room, just the silvery rays of the moon streaming in through the wide window on the southern wall.

She came to stop in front of him and that put the window at her back.

His heart slammed against his ribcage with enough force that it practically knocked the breath out of him.

The nightgown was thin and white.

He could see every elegant line of her body, the slope of her hips, the curved length of her legs.

His hands itched. He wanted to reach out and catch her waist, pull her to him.

He forced himself to look away, but it didnt do much good. That image of her body was imprinted on the very fabric of his memory.

I thought maybe we should talk, she said softly.

Talk.

He fought the need to hunch his shoulders at the very idea of it. He didnt want to talk to her. He wanted to hold her, kiss her and pretend he was a different man than who he was. A different man than who she must think he was.

Whats there to talk about? he asked, voice gruff. Ill…Ill help you take care of her. Send money. Id…I think Id like to be a part of her life, if youd let me.

When she made no response, he dared a quick look at her.

There was an expression of dismay on her face and it set his stomach to rolling. But even as if he struggled to figure out how to make her understand, she reached up and touched his cheek. Do you honestly think Id keep her from you?

Then her hand fell away and she laughed bitterly. Well, of course you do. I did just that, didnt I? She turned to the window, mirroring his pose, right down to the way she crossed her arms protectively over her chest. Id love for you to be part of her life, Boone. I…I never had a real dad. Shoot, for that matter, my mom was absent most of the timetoo busy trying to handle this place on her own after my dad skipped out. I dont want that for my baby.

Then why didnt you tell He snapped his jaw shut and closed his eyes.

Would you have been there?

At the soft question, he opened his eyes and looked at Sloane. Been there?

She angled her head to the side, her eyes mysterious and dark in the dim room. Yes. Would you have been there? For me? For her? Would you have been there…because you wanted to be or because you felt obligated?

I… He floundered and then went with his gut. Both. She is my responsibility as much as she is yours. But I…

The words left him as he thought of that tiny little girlso much more than a responsibility. So much of a promise, so much of a miracle. I dont think Ive ever thought about being a dadno, thats not right. I specifically thought about not being a dad. What with my dad and all…

He went to turn away.

Sloane stopped him with the simple touch of her hand on his arm.

If people made decisions in life based solely on who or what kind of parents they had, the world would be in a very strange place. Plenty of good people have come from absolutely terrible parents, and plenty of terrible people had very good parents. She squeezed his arm gently.

He reached up and covered her hand with his.

And that was his mistake.

It was already a strain on his willpower to stand this close without touching her, to smell her skin and not taste.

But when he covered her hand, her lashes fluttered and he remembered how shed do that when hed kissed her, when hed trailed his mouth down her body and sought her out with his mouth.

I missed you, he said, the words surprising both of them.

Her mouth parted.

He reached up and pressed his thumb to her lower lip.

After Id gotten hurt and woke up with my head a blank slate, I knew I was missing something and not just memories. I was missing something vital.

Sloanes throat worked as she swallowed.

I remember everything nowwell, except for the first few hours after some thug tried to cave my skull in. But Id been in a cantina…working. Got to thinking about you and thought maybe I needed to talk to you. The look in her eyes made his heart beat a little faster and he dared to take a step closer.

When she didnt back away, he reached down and covered her belly with his palm. And when I left, after you told me…. He had to stop and swallow. When you told me there was no problem, I was…disappointed.

Sloane drew in a deep breath.

He didnt cover her mouth with his, as much as he wanted to. Instead, he brushed a thumb over her lower lip. I would have been there, Sloane. Yes, I should have been…I try to be the kind of man who lives up to his responsibilities, but more…I wanted to be there. I didnt let myself admit it, but I wanted there to be a reason for me to be there.








Chapter Eighteen





Sloane didnt know if shed ever had this many emotions flooding through hernot all at once like this.

Joy.

Hope.

Fear.

Need.

Excitement.

Lust.

Hunger.

Guilt.

Regret.

Unable to focus on any one thing, she felt frozen, but when he reached out and touched her cheek, she turned her face into his hand.

The near-panic gripping her cracked at the soft intake of his breath and she skimmed her lips across his palm.

He made the same noise again, and then there was another noisealmost a growl, deep and low in his throat.

Daring to hope, she moved closer and brought up her hands, resting them on his waist.

He slid his hand down to her nape and she felt the convulsive clench of his fingers before he dipped his head and brushed his lips against her brow.

That faint touch made her shiver and sway closer.

The hand on the back of her neck tightened.

She lifted her head to his when he pulled away and stared, for a moment, at his mouth.

Her heart skipped what felt like a dozen beats when she looked up and realized he had been doing the same thinghis gaze locked on her mouth.

She licked her lips instinctively.

His groan was a low rumble in the quiet around them and she rose up on her toes to kiss him before he could pull away.

Hed said he missed her.

She had spent nearly a year feeling like shed lost some vital piece of herself. She was tired of it.

Nerves chattered in her as she brushed her mouth to his, once, then twice, then a third time. When she would have done it yet again, he caught her chin and swept his tongue across her lips in a bold demand for entrance.

She yielded to that demanded with avid hunger and shuddered as his tongue stroked deep into her mouth. His kiss was impatientgreedyand it made her knees go weak. She ended up swaying and he caught her with one arm around her waist, steadying her.

Her legs started to tremble as their bodies came closer together. She felt the heavy length of his cocka brand against her belly. His chest rose and fell in a ragged rhythm, echoing her own, erratic breathing.

And his mouth…

His kiss was hungry and deep, like hed been starving for her and had just now been given free rein to indulge that hunger. He fed from her mouth while his free hand tangled in her hair and tugged her head back.

Sloane whimpered.

He swallowed the sound down and answered it with a rough growl.

She tightened her hands on his hips and instinctively arched against him.

The room spun as he turned them, bracing her back against the wall. She shivered as he brought his hands to her waist and then slowly dragged them up. The material of her nightgown rose with his palms, the brush of cotton over her flesh a near torturous sensation.

He broke away and pulled back, allowing a few inches between them.

If you want me to stop, nows the time to tell me, he said, his voice raw.

She said nothing.

Sloane?

I dont want you stopping anything.

He shuddered.

Some slow curl of delight, of amazement curled through hershe could make him feel that way. The hunger he rose in her, she seemed to cause to rise within him as well. It was a powerful, heady knowledge and it gave her the courage to trail her hands down and grip his hips, tug him in closer.

Your breasts are larger, he murmured.

She felt blood rush to her cheeks as she realized he was staring at herspecifically, at her breasts. She was wearing her nursing bra. It was one of the sleep bras and it was pretty enough, but still, it was designed for convenience and support and comfort, not sex appeal.

He reached up and flicked at the button at the top of her nightgown, watching her the entire time.

When he reached the last one, she closed her eyes and forced herself to speak. Im…um…I put weight on. From Dani.

Youre beautiful, Boone said, his voice thick. You were beautiful last year, but now…you take my breath away.

She gasped as he ran the back of his knuckles of over the slope of her breast, undeterred by the cotton and lace of her bra.

Are you… He brushed one thumb over her nipple.

She caught his hand and guided it down as blood stained her cheeks red.

Are you sore? he asked, his voice hushed.

Not anymore. I just…my milk… She swallowed and looked away.

He caught her cheek in his hand and guided her face back to his. The sight of you feeding Dani is one of the most beautiful things Ive ever seen…I thought that even before I knew she was mine. You stole my breath away.

He kissed her then and it was soft and sweet and full of longing. It left her heart aching and she wrapped her arms around him, pressing as close as she could possibly get.

Boone caught her hips in his hands and boosted her up, aiding her attempts to close any and all distance between them. She whimpered and arched against him. The rough material of his jeans abraded her through the thin fabric of her nightgown and then there wasnt even that barrierjust his denim-clad hips as he pumped against her.

Sloane was already wet, she could feel it, and the hunger was a living, breathing thing inside her.

She twisted against his hold, shoving until he put her down. He broke the kiss. What…

His words broke off in a strangled groan as she tore at his jeans until she managed to free the button, then the zipper. He sprung free into her hand, hot and thick and silken and she wrapped her fingers around him, stroked up, down.

He pumped into her hand when she repeated the caress.

Need made her bold and she said harshly, I want you inside me.

He growled and lifted her, braced her once more against the wall.

There was no more time to prepare and she gasped as he surged inside her. She was wet, but tight, and she could feel her own resistance to him.

He paused, muttering something too low for her to hear and then he shifted, gathering her up and changing the angle of her body. He moved again and she gasped as he stroked in deeper. By the third stroke, shed relaxed enough to take all over him and by the fourth, she had her legs wrapped around him, trying to urge him on.

But Boone wouldnt be hurried.

He took his time, deep, slow thrusts that had her arching against him, her nails sinking into his skin to leave little half-crescents. His teeth raked down her neck, a line of sensation that buzzed and left her aching even more.

Please… she gasped against his neck. She clenched down around him, tightening the muscles in her vagina in a desperate attempt to hold him inside her. He stiffened, a harsh noise leaving his throat. So she did it again, and again.

Boone tensed. Stop it, he muttered. Want this to last…

I dont care if it lasts. She kept doing it, using her internal muscles to massage him and delighting in the way he started to shudder.

Abruptly, he spun and she gasped as he strode against the room, still buried inside her. Without the wall to help brace her weight, she felt like she was impaled on him, his cock so deep, it caused a sweet, sweet pain.

And then they were on the bed and he was thrusting deep, over and over.

She rose up to meet up, scrambling against those deep, driving thrusts.

The orgasm hit her hard.

Fast.

She cried out his name and flew apart.





Boone lay on his side with Sloane curled into the curve of his body.

She was sleeping.

He brushed a hand up her arm and she grumbled, snuggling deeper into the pillows.

He smiled.

He thought maybe hed liked to roll her onto her back and kiss her into wakefulness so he could make love to her again.

A low, distant noise caught his ears.

Boone sat up, head cocked.

It came again and he rose, moving swiftly to the door.

It was the baby.

My daughter, he thought.

He almost went back to wake up Sloane, but then ducked out of the room, silently closing the door behind him.

Another low cry drifted down the hall and he followed the sound to the nursery.

He didnt bother with the lightplenty of moonlight shone in through the large window, highlighting the squalling infant who shook small fists in the air.

She caught sight of him and paused.

He scooped her up just as she opened her mouth for another angry yowl.

Um…hey there, he said, smiling.

She blinked.

He went to pat her bottom and then he grimaced. Well, I guess I see why youre mad. If youll be patient, I think I can figure this out.

Almost as if she understood him, the baby lapsed into silence as he looked around the room.

Okay. That table. He knew what the table was for. And there were diapers stacked up underneath.

He stripped her out of her little sleeper and put it to the side. It was damp. Hed have to find something else.

Before he took the diaper off, he took a few seconds to study how it was worn and then he straightened, smiling down at his daughter. Just the thought filled him with a burst of pride so acute, it almost hurt. His daughter. I think I can do this, he told her.

She grinned at him and then gurgled, a happy little noise that made him chuckle.

It took a little bit of fumbling before he was satisfied with how he had the diaper on her, but he was pretty sure hed done it right. Lifting her back up, he settled her against his chest.

Sloane…whoa. Dude. Come on, my wife sees you like that, shes going to get ideas.

Boone scowled over his shoulder as Taylor came into the room.

What?

Taylor waved a hand at him. Get some clothes on, would you?

Boone froze, abruptly realizing that hed slid out of bed in the exact same condition hed been in when hed curled around Sloane a couple of hours ago. Theyd made love a second time and then a third before shed fallen asleep.

And he was still naked as a damn jaybird.

Um. Oops. He started past Taylor. Sorry. I…um…forgot.

Taylor snorted. Yeah, well, remember next time. Why dont you give me the baby and Ill take her to Sloane while you get some clothes on? Dani is probably hungry. Im surprised…

Boone paused near his door, shooting Taylor a look over his shoulder.

Ah…

Taylors eyes narrowed.

Maybe you dont need me to get Sloane.

Maybe I dont. Boone closed his hand around his doorknob and disappeared inside before Taylor could say anything else.

Dani made another one of those gurgling noises in her throat, her face bright with happiness. She waved her fists in the air, but there was no temper in the movement this time and when he touched her nose, she wrapped a fist around his finger and squeezed.

Dani…

Sloanes sleepy voice had him tearing his attention away from the baby.

Shes…um. She was crying. I changed her.

Sloane sat up slowly, rubbing at one eye with a fist. There was something terribly young at the gesture, but then she lowered her hand and smiled, a sleepy, sated smile that all but turned his blood to lava.

Then she blinked, as if really taking notice of him. Youre naked.

Ah…yeah. He settled on the edge of the bed, blushing furiously and hoping she couldnt tell. Unable to think of anything to say, he just shrugged lamely. Yeah.

Sloane giggled and held out her arms. Shes probably hungry. She usually…ah, wheres her sleeper?

Wet. Feeling stupid now, he turned the small baby over to her mother. I changed her, but the sleeper thing was wet and then Taylor came in and I forgot about grabbing her a new one…

Sloane grinned at him. He caught us, didnt he?

More or less. Fascinated, he watched as she quickly and efficiently opened her nightgown. Dani made a demanding little bleat, as if sensing it was almost time to eat. A moment later, Sloane had her left breast bared and the baby latched on with avarice. Ah…Ill get some jeans on and grab her a sleeper. Give you some privacy.

But when he went to stand, she caught his hand. You can stay. Once she eats, Ill have to put her back downmaybe change her again.

Hesitating, he glanced from the babys downy head up to Sloanes patient eyes.

She squeezed. Stay.

He nodded…and when she tried to pull her hand back, he tightened his fingers.

She shot him a quick look and then smiled.

As she felt the baby, they held hands and alternated between watching each other…and their daughter.





A half hour later, he awkwardly took the baby from her and watched as she adjusted her bra and nightgown. He rose from the bedclad in a pair of jeans nowand settled the baby at his shoulder, patting her back.

Dani was asleep.

Here. Ill go settle her back down, Sloane said, rising from the bed.

Can…I can do it.

She cocked her head and then nodded. Come on. Ill show you where everything is.

Dani did indeed require another diaper change and he grimaced his way through cleaning her little butt as she squalled her way back into wakefulness. Sorry, babydoll, he said, shaking his head. You went and…um…pooped. Cant sleep in it, now can you?

Dani just screamed louder.

Am I hurting her?

No. Sloane bent over the head of the changing table and kissed Danis brow. She just hates being woken up.

She fussed, letting them both know her displeasure, as he put a new diaper onit was easier the second time. And she continued to fuss at him as he struggled with the sleeper. The thing was tiny and his hands were big, felt too awkward. Once he boosted her up, the furious cries changed to sniffles. See there? Isnt that better? he murmured, patting her little butt as he paced.

Sloane had turned on a small lamp on the changing table and their eyes met as he turned around, made another trek across the floor. Dani lapsed into tired sniffles and by the fifth circuit up and down her floor, she was quiet. He chanced one look and saw that her face was slack, cheeks rosy and her little mouth puckered.

Here. Sloanes voice was soft and he looked up, saw her waiting with her arms outstretched.

It was as he was placing the baby in her arms that he saw the framed print hanging over the changing table.

Danielle Pierce

He reached up, touching the glass above the babys middle name. You named her after Pierce.

Yes. You and Pierce.

He froze.

His hand felt slackly to his side as he turned his head, gaping at her.

She cocked her head. What? Her voice was low and hushed.

He swallowed and then blindly, turned on one heel and walked out of the room.

He kept right on walking down the stairs and out into the night, pausing only long enough to disarm the alarm system by the back door.

Sloane was right behind him and he turned to stare at her with confused eyes.

After me and Pierce?

Ah…yes? She rubbed the heel of her hand over her chest. Her name is Danielle. Your first name is Daniel.

I know what my first name is. He never used it. It was stupid name. Daniel Boone. Seriously. His real name was Daniel Boone Cassidy, Jryet another reason to hate his name, because it was his fathers name, too. His father had gone by the name Daniel and Boone had wanted no similarity between them, had even considered changing his name at one point, but decided the asshole wasnt worth the effort or the money it would have cost. But how did you know my name?

It was on the wedding program, she said, shrugging. Is…is there a problem?

A knot settled in Boones chest.

Why would you name her after me? he asked, the words tight and rusty-sounding.

She crossed the porch to stand in front of him and then, as he stood there frozen and confused, she rose up onto her toes and pressed her lips to his. The question is…why wouldnt I?

He wrapped his arms around her, hauling her against him. Sloane, he choked out.

She murmured his name and skimmed her hand up and down his neck, a soothing, gentle caress.

Hope and terror made a dangerous mix inside him and before he could let himself think about it, he set Sloane away. He started to pace, his long legs eating up the distance with quick, jerky strides. I want this, he said, the words tumbling out of him before he could think them through. I want Dani and I want you and I want this place. I want…

He stopped at her shaky gasp.

Jerking his head up, he stared at her. I dont want to rush you. I know it will take time, but I…I want this. Ive never really thought much about being…I dunno…happy, but the thought of being here, with both of you…it makes my chest ache and I want it. Ill do my best to make you happy, if you just give me a chance. I

Whatever else he was going to say was smothered against her lips.

She kissed him, on the lips, his cheeks, his nose, his lowered lids and then his lips again. Yes.

He caught her arms and forced her back.

She grinned at him, her eyes damp and sparkling.

…ah…yes? And his voice cracked.

Yes…you big idiot. She shrugged his hands away and then moved in, throwing her arms around his neck. Ive been happy before…I know what its like. But I also know Ill be happier with you. With us. I want

It was his turn to kiss her, cutting off the flow of words with his mouth.

Sloane sighed against his lips and curled her arms around him.

And for the first time in his life, Boone felt complete.








Bonus Story



[image: img1.jpg]






Tempt Me

A Contemporary Romance

By Shiloh Walker



Published by Shiloh Walker



Cover Art by Angela Waters

Editorial Work by Erin Witschey and Sara Reinke



This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you did not legally obtain a copy of this book, then you should purchase your own copy.



Please note that if you purchased this from an auction site or blog, its stolen property. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. Your support is what makes it possible for authors to continue to provide the stories you enjoy.



This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writers imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale or organizations is entirely coincidental.








Dedicated…as always with love to my husband and kids. Love you…








A note from the author…Do you know? The corset on the model isnt exactly worn…right, I dont think. Still, shes lovely and suits Rocki rather well.



I figured out the corset thing through a whole bunch of reading and through buying a corset or two of my own, and wearing them. The book itself came from an idea for Rockis character. Rockis character was kind of inspired by a model I saw on a website called Hips & Curves.



Yeah, writers get their inspiration even while shopping…








Chapter One





Silk, satin and candlelight. Decadence and romance. That was the image she was going for in the window display of her lingerie store, Lush & Lace.

They still had some long winter days ahead, perfect for cuddling in front of a fire, perfect for candlelit dinners. With just the right amount of dim light and the heavy, red velvet drapes, she knew she could get the right feel. It was all there, in her minds eye. Silk, satin and candlelight.

In Roxanne Monroes mind, there wasnt anything sexier.

Well, maybe silk, satin and the feel of a mans hands as he stripped them away...in the candlelight.

But she didnt have that now, hadnt had it in quite some time. At least not outside her imagination or the pages of a book. She wasnt bitter anymore. After all, shed had more love in a few years than some women had in a lifetime. She wasnt entirely aware of the sad smile curling her lips as she stood in the window, fitting a corset around the waist of a mannequin.

It was a glimmering, lustrous ivory, pale and perfect. As she fastened the busk, she paused to stroke the silk and smile. Shed spent weeks trying to find the perfect materialit had to be the right shade, the right weight and the right cost. Everything had to be just right.

Being sexy shouldnt break the bank, not in Rockis mind, but a real corset wasnt cheap to make, especially the steel-boned ones.

A soft, musical tone filled the air, signifying that someone had just come through the door. Just a minute! She did a quick fix on the corset and then hopped out of the window, a smile set firmly in place.

Welcome to Lush & Lace.

Back in high school and college, shed had some idea of going into theater. Then it had changed to costume design. But it was the background in drama that served her well in these moments.

Because the first look she got at the man was almost enough to lay her low. It hit her like a fist in the heart… and lower, all heat and shock. She ignored the little tug she felt in her heart and instead focused on the way her belly went all hot and tight. That was lust, pure and simple.

Lets hear it for lust, Rocki thought, biting her cheek to keep from smiling as she studied him.

He was, in short, beautiful.

Blond hairthe kind a romance writer might call wheat blond because it wasnt just one shade of gold, but hundredstumbled into his eyes as he glanced down at the woman with him. His skin was tanned, even this far into winter, and somehow Rocki didnt think it was from a tanning bed or anything artificial like that. She wondered just what he did to stay so sun-kissed. Speaking of kissing, he had a mouth that was made for that, for kissing all sorts of things. Another mental image that made her knees go weak.

Fantasy material.

Thats what he was.

Fantasy material.

And she firmly pushed him into that little mental nichehe needed to be there, anyway. He had a woman with him, right?

Rocki shifted her gaze to the woman just as she gave Rocki a dismissive glance.

Rocki felt her spine stiffen, barely resisting the urge to narrow her eyes and give the bitch a scathing once-over. The woman wasnt even bothering to give Rocki oneshed already made her decision and done her dismissalrude, that. It wasnt anything Rocki hadnt dealt with before and she didnt give a damn.

But if the bitch was going to be that condescending, why was she in here?

Maybe it was hormones. Maybe it was the womans snide attitude.

Maybe it was the oh-so-sexy guy at her side. Rocki didnt know. But something pushed her to do it. Something pushed her to ignore the woman, something she never did, focusing on the gorgeous guy instead.

Leaning against the wall, she hooked her thumbs in the front pockets of her jeans and gave the man a whimsical smile. Is there anything I can help you find, sir?





She had the darkest, brownest eyes Cole had ever seen.

An elbow jabbed into his side and he looked down, meeting his fiancées gaze. By societys standard, Mara OKeily was a beautiful woman. Hell, even he had to admit that she was.

Sometimes, though, she left him cold. Lately, it was getting worse. It wasnt so much a case of pre-wedding jittersthey hadnt even set the damn date yet. Mara wouldnt exactly say why, either. First, they had to find the right ringthe one hed chosen hadnt been. Then, she couldnt find the right dressthat had been an ongoing ordeal for over a year now. She also wanted them to have their own home built. But after Mara started showing him some of the ideas she had, Cole had decided that would be a better project left til after the wedding.

He had no problem investing money in a house, but she wasnt thinking in terms that simple. Mansion was more like it. And outrageous and expensive didnt even cover the potential cost. Yeah, he had money, but that didnt mean he wanted her throwing it away.

Especially because lately, she was making him wonder just when there was going to be a wedding. Or if.

Still, he was engaged, and Cole didnt take that lightly. He stroked a hand down Maras back and tried to remind himself that he wasnt there to ogle the brunette salesclerk.

Although, damn…

Get it together.

Hed seen her when they were walking down the sidewalk. Hell, hed noticed her before today. Weeks ago, really. But today, Mara had insisted on coming into the store, Lush & Lace. Cole had tried to talk her out of it, with no luck.

Mara was determined to get a look inside because her own lingerie store was opening a couple of blocks away next month. She wasnt quite hitting the ambience the owner here had managed, either. Maras store, Divine, was sleek and silver and modernhell, just like Mara, it was cold.

This place, though, it was just like its name.

Lush. He glanced back at the brunette and couldnt help but think it described her as well.

Wed like to speak to whomever is in charge, Mara said, her voice taking on that tight, prissy tone she managed just a little too well. And a little too often lately.

The brunette lifted a slim brow and her mouth curled in a smile. She had a mole, Cole noticed. Right by her mouth. And damn if it wasnt sexy as all get-out. Dragging his gaze away from her mouth, he made himself focus on her eyes. And he wasnt the least bit surprised when she said, Im in charge.

Mara stiffened, then recovered fast. She always had. She gave the brunette a polite smile and said, I really need to speak to somebody other than the manager. When will the owner be in?

Youre looking at her. She pushed off the wall and held out a ringless, manicured hand. Rocki Monroe. How can I help you?

Mara just stared at her.

Rocki continued to wait, that cool little smile on her pretty mouth. Whether it was because Cole couldnt keep standing there while Mara was so rude or whether it was because he had some strange desire to touch heror bothhe reached out, closing his fingers around hers. Cole Stanton.

A pleasure to meet you, Cole.

He had the insane urge to bend down and press his mouth to that mole, then shift his mouth to the left, just a little, and cover that wide, soft mouth with his own. The pleasures mine, Miss Monroe.

Its Mrs. Monroe.

Although he was standing there with his fiancée at his side, Cole felt something wither a little as she tugged her hand away. Mrs. Monroe, then. He glanced around the store, once more noticing the warmth, the simple elegance. No, he wasnt much into shopping for lingerie, but this wasnt the sort of store that would make him run away screaming. Youve got a beautiful shop here.

There were portraits on the walls, and he eased around her to study one. It displayed a woman from the neck down. Facing away from the photographer, dark hair swept into a loose knot, the model wore an ivory corset and a long, maroon skirt.

It was simple. It was elegant. And erotic. Understated, but so very erotic.

Shifting his gaze downward, he saw the ivory corset displayed for purchase, along with the maroon skirt, what looked like garter belts and other stuff he wouldnt have recognized before Mara had roped him into being a silent partner for her store. Cole looked at the next portrait and saw a similar themea dark-haired model, again photographed from the neck down. This time she was wearing something that looked like a corset, sort of, but it went under the breasts and was worn over what looked like an old-fashioned set of underwear. There was something of innocence and vulnerability captured in the photo. And, again, the clothing she modeled was displayed for purchase under the portrait.

One hell of a marketing tactic, he had to admit.

He looked back at Rocki and realized the red thing she had on was similar to what the model was wearing in the second picture. Whats that youre wearing? he asked.

Mara sniffed. Its an underbust corset. The fuller-figured woman likes that device because it makes her look skinnier.

Actually, the fuller-figured woman likes it because it shows off her assets, Rocki drawled easily. She glanced at Maras chest and then smiled. A lot of women like them, regardless of their figure. We cater to all sorts of clients, and this is a popular design. It accentuates the female figurehips, waist, breasts. I like my assets.

Hell, who wouldnt? Cole wondered. Then he mentally kicked himself. Shit, he needed to get his act together. Ideally, he needed to get out of this store and away from Mrs. Rocki Monroe.





Snotty little bitch. Rocki looked into the blondes pale blue eyes and wondered just what bug had crawled up her ass and died. Mean viper. Something about this chick had mental sirens screaming in Rockis head, and it had nothing to do with Mr. Gorgeous at her side, either.

Im Mara. Mara OKeily. The blonde stared at her, waiting.

Rocki lifted a brow. She had the weirdest feeling the name was supposed to mean something, but it wasnt ringing any bells. Well, its lovely to meet you, Ms. OKeily. Is there something I can help you with?

Mara started to frown, but stopped just as suddenly… as though she didnt want the wrinkles marring her smooth, perfect brow. Im opening a shop on High Street. Divine.

Ahhh...bingo.

Rocki managed, just barely, not to laugh. Her assistant manager had been fielding calls from a Ms. Kelly or Keely. The first few had been polite enough, inquiring about the name of Rockis supplier. Then the calls had gotten more snide and condescending.

When they got word of the new store openinga high-end lingerie store that was going to cater to the modern young womanthe e-mails started. Pushy emails. And Rocki figured things out. Rocki supposed she could have been nice and put a stop to it by taking one of the calls, but she had a perverse streak a mile wide, one her assistant manager shared. And they didnt care to be bullied.

Now look where it had landed her.

Well, Ms. OKeily, its nice to meet you. How are things going for the stores opening? she asked.

Lovely. Mara paused briefly and then added, I hope the opening doesnt cause any conflicts.

Rocki smiled. Is there a reason it should?

Well, the competition and all. Maras smile took on a sharp edge.

Rocki chuckled. I suspect well have two totally different customer bases, Ms. OKeily. The bell over the door rang and she glanced up, smiling as she recognized the customer. Hi, Grace. Ill be with you in just a minute.

Grace waved and wandered over to inspect a new display of chemises. Looking back at Mara, Rocki said, If theres nothing else, I need to get back to work.

Well, I do have one matter of business. Mara smiled. Your supplier. After all, as you say, we have two totally different customer bases. I doubt those who shop at my store would ever find what they need here. Since weve got different customer bases, is there any harm is letting me have the name of your supplier?

Hmm. Well, you see... Rocki smirked inwardly. My supplier is a private individual who hand selects who she works with. If you wish to leave your card, Ill get the info to her. Beyond that...Im not handing out her information. She likes her privacy.

Rocki glanced back at Cole, whod remained silent through the exchange. Damn. He sure as hell was pretty.

Too bad he was attached to that bitch.








Chapter Two





Grace was going to be a beautiful bride. Rocki had to blink back tears as she stepped away to let the woman study the corset shed wear under her wedding dress. Sweetie, hes going to swallow his tongue when he sees you. Then she grinned. Well, lets hope not. We want him using that later.

Grace laughed. Rocki, youre bad.

I know. Its a gift. She checked the laces. How does it feel?

Grace nodded. Fine.

Dont go crash-dieting between now and then. If you lose a lot of weight, the dress wont fit, the corset wont fit, and its not good for you anyway. She smiled at the other woman. You dont want to pass out when you walk down the aisle.

Grace grimaced. Im not going to. Mom keeps telling me I should try to lose another twenty pounds. But he fell in love with me, not my waistline, right?

Good girl. The last thing Grace needed to do was worry about her weight right now. She wasnt societys version of slim, not at a size sixteen, but then again, neither was Rocki. But neither of them was societys version of unhealthy, either. They knew each other from the YMCA, where they both ran and lifted weights. Rocki did Taekwondo, Grace did yoga, and they were both in better shape physically than theyd been in high school. They might not fit societys version of perfect, but they sure as hell werent couch potatoes, either.

The bell rang out in the shop. I need to get out there. Want to leave it on and see what you think?

I cant. Grace sighed. I need to get to work soon, and I still need to go by the post office.

Rocki quickly unlaced her and then slipped out into the shop. She had to grit her teeth when she saw Mara there, chatting up three other women. Lacey, Rockis best friend, was one of them. It had been a week since Mara had first shown up in the store, but she wasnt done trying to get the information shed come looking for, it seemed.

You should check out Divine, Mara said, smiling at the women. Its a more specialized shop, catering to the modern young woman, and youll find everything you need.

Lacey stroked a finger down a silk brocade corset and laughed. Everything? Do you have corsets by Lush? Im rather fond of her stuff.

Rocki grimaced. Damn it, Lacey, keep quiet.

Im working on that as we speak.

Are you? Hmm. Well, theres a benefit here every year. Lush always makes an appearance.

Oh, shit. Rocki strode into the shop, glaring at Lacey. Lacey gave her an innocent smile, batting her lashes. Heya, Rock. You got my stuff ready?

You bet. Then she looked at one of the other woman. Hi, Bella.

Hi, Rocki. This is my friend, Lindsey. She just got engaged.

Congratulations. Rocki smiled at her.

Thank you. Lindsey glanced at Bella and then back at Rocki. I saw the corset that had been designed for Bellas wedding. I think Id like one similar to that. I just came by to talk about setting up an appointment?

No need for one. Rocki gestured to the sitting area near the corner. Well have a seat over there. As Lindsey started over, Rocki looked back at Mara. Was there something else you needed, Ms. OKeily?

No...nothing at all. She gave Rocki a sharp-edged smile and then swept out of the shop. Rocki noticed that she was alone and wondered where Mr. Gorgeous was. But she quickly pushed the idea out of her head. She needed to get to work.





Three days later, buried under an avalanche of paperwork, Rocki grimaced as she checked the cost of the upcoming masquerade party shed be hosting for Valentines Day. It was a yearly event for her and had been since the second anniversary of her husbands death.

Absently, she stroked her thumb along the curve of her wedding ring. She didnt always wear it, but today, shed felt the need to. Actually, it wasnt today. It was how close it was to the anniversary of his death. Five years now. Hed been gone for five years.

A knot lodged in her heart and she rubbed her left hand over her chest. The ache wasnt as bad now as it had been. She wasnt living her life in mourning over him. She just hadnt found anybody whod ever made her heart stop the way he had.

Tears pricked her eyes and she threw the pen down, pressing her fingers to her eyes. She needed to quit thinking about it or she wasnt going to get this shit finished tonight. And she needed to get it done. The benefit was next week. It was the way she kept her mind occupied this time of year. So she didnt have to think about him lying in that hospital bed... It shouldnt have happened.

A sob caught in her throat. Brant had been a cop, a detective working what should have been a rather mundane burglary case. But when hed knocked on the door to a suspects apartment one night, hed found more than hed bargained for. His partner had died on the scene. Brant took a bullet in the spine that severed his spinal cord. Hed fought...so damn strong.

And hed lingered.

Then, pneumonia settled in, and it was the infection that ultimately killed him. Rocki had been able to say good-bye. It didnt make it any easier, she didnt think.

He was still gone. She was still alone. Blowing out a breath, she grabbed a tissue and wiped the tears away, frowning as she saw the smear of mascara. Smudge-proof, my ass. She swallowed around the knot in her throat and then closed her eyes. The ache of loneliness lodged inside right now was a living, breathing beast...her constant companion.

Brant wouldnt want this. She knew that. Hell, she didnt want it. But she couldnt look at another man without wishing he was more like Brant. And unless she could find somebody she liked enough for who he was without comparing him to her deceased husband...well, that was a relationship doomed before it got started.

She couldnt even think of a guy who came close.

Suddenly, one face danced through her mind. She shoved it aside. Mr. Gorgeous wasnt even a possibility. Whether he was engaged to an ice-bitch or not, he was still very much taken. She didnt even want to dream about a taken man.

Especially if he has taste that bad, she muttered, trying to cheer herself.

It didnt work.

Sighing, she forced herself to focus on the mess on her desk. Everything for the benefit still needed to be checked and gone over so she could get back to her assistant. She needed to go through the mail. The Lush designs needed to be looked at, orders checked.

The joys of being a small business owner...

Nearly two hours later, Rocki had finished the paperwork and focused on the mail. Bills, bills, junk, bills, bills, tax-related crapoh, joy, more bills. She frowned as she came across a heavy-weight envelope. The blocky handwriting on the front was unfamiliar, but it was addressed to her. Not the business. Her.

Odd. Using her letter opener, she sliced it open and pulled out a card.

The card was blank. But not empty. The photo that spilled out was her, in black and white. An image of her walking to her car one evening. A shiver raced down her spine.

Not again...

Swallowing, Rocki turned the picture over. And when she saw that it was blank, she breathed all over again. Shit. Oh, shit. For a minute there, shed been...

But this wasnt the same. If it had been the same, he would have written something. He would have to let her know it was him. Memories from years earlier tried to rush out at her. But she pushed them back. She wouldnt let that time overwhelm her. Her fingers tightened, and she almost crumpled the picture. She stopped herself, though. With fingers that shook, she tucked the photo back into the card, and the card back into the envelope.

No, there was nothing on it. Not like before.

But that didnt mean anything. She wouldnt call about it yet.

Shed be careful, though. Damn careful.

It could very well be nothing.

However, she knew from experience, it could also be bad, bad news…





You know, you could just find your own supplier, Cole pointed out as he watched Mara adjust her costume.

She glared at him in the mirror. I want Lush. Every damn person Ive talked to has only thing to say: Lush is the best lingerie designer around. So Lush is who Im going to get. She only does designs for that Rocki bitch and a few others, though, and she doesnt have a website or any way for me to contact her. So if I want to talk to her, tonight is my best chance.

Then she looked away from him and focused on her image. Her blonde hair was swept up in some intricate knot, leaving her neck and shoulders bare. The gown she wore was cut so low, it left next to nothing to the imagination. She smiled at him. How do I look?

Beautiful, he replied honestly. And she did. Mara would be hard-pressed not to.

Excellent. She squared her shoulders and reached for her mask. Do you have your mask?

He glanced down at the black one hed picked up to wear with his tuxedo and sighed. Yeah. You realize you may not even get through the door without an invitation, right?

Ive asked around. All they care about is a donationa sizeable one. The charity is some police thingcant remember what. Well make a donation and well get in. Just make sure you have your checkbook. Its not a concern.

My checkbook. Shit. He sighed. Fine. Whatever.

Really, Cole. You should be more excited for me. You know how badly I want this information. Mara leaned forward and adjusted her mask, studying her face in the mirror. You know, you could see if you couldnt get some of the information from Rocki yourself.

Something cold and unpleasant settled in his gut as he stared at her. What?

Mara laughed. I saw how she looked at you. The dumpy bitch probably hasnt had a good lay in years. No telling what kind of sorry loser shes married to. She was all but stripping you naked with her eyes. Play up to it. Slowly, she turned around and leaned back against the dressing table, smiling at him. What do you say? Could you put that pretty face of yours to use and see what shell tell you?

Cole sauntered up to her, keeping his face blank. He dipped his head, placing his lips right next to Maras ear. Slowly, he breathed her scent, waiting as she shivered. Then, in a low voice, he whispered, Hell, no.

Unwilling to look at her, he stormed out of their bedroom. Their bedroom...with a bed they shared, yet sometimes it felt like he was sleeping with a stranger. They hadnt touched each other in more than two weeks, or maybe it was three? Oddly enough, other than waking up with a typical morning hard-on, he didnt even care.

One thing that did bother him, though, was the fact that lately hed been wondering if this marriage was really the ideal for them. But now, he was almost certainit might be okay for Mara, but he was pretty sure it wasnt right for him.

Hed go to the damn party. More out of a sense of obligation and to make sure Mara didnt do anything that he might regrethe was a silent partner in her business, but he was still a partner. But then he was going to take a few days away. Decide whether this marriage was the right thing, or just the convenient thing. And if it wasnt right, he was getting out before it was too late.

He was almost certain that he and Mara would be having an interesting discussion come Monday.





Would you yank that stick out of your ass? Mara bit off in a low voice as they settled into the line wrapping around the block.

Cole glanced down at her and then away. Sweetheart, Im so pissed off right now, youd be wise to leave me alone unless you just want to go in there alone. Unlike her, he didnt bother lowering his voice. She squeezed his arm, her nails biting into his skin through his jacket. And Im rather certain you didnt bring your checkbook.

What is your problem? she snapped.

Other than you expecting me to play man-whore just to get you information you dont need? He looked at her, tried to remember when shed become this self-centered, this cold. Had she always been this way and he just hadnt seen it? He didnt know.

People were staring at them now. Cole didnt care.

The line shifted forward and Mara waited until theyd settled again before she whispered, Would you keep your voice down?

If you dont want people to stare, then stop talking to me about this, he replied. We can discuss it later or not at all.

He stared down at her, at that icy beauty and realized...he felt nothing. Absolutely nothing. He couldnt even remember when that had started, but it wasnt a new thing, this apathy. Shit, this was sad. Abruptly, the anger drained away and he just felt tired. Damn tired. But one thing was clear...he didnt need a few days away to decide what he needed, what he didnt need, what he wanted, what he didnt want.

Rubbing the back of his neck, he looked away. Mara, we need to talk, but now isnt the time. Lets just try to relax and enjoy the night, okay?

Enjoy it? A smile curled her lips, but there was nothing pleasant about it. This isnt about enjoying ourselves, baby. Its about getting what I want. Well enjoy ourselves later.

She slid him a coy look that left him unmoved. Blowing out a breath, he focused on the line as it shifted closer to the shop. This must be one hell of a party, considering how many people are here, he mused.





Its one hell of a party, Lacey said, smiling at her best friend in the mirror as Rocki checked her reflection one last time.

It was almost nine. Almost time for her to make her appearance.

Lush & Lace shared a wall with the restaurant next door, and in the back, in an area that was generally for employees only on Rockis side, there was a door that connected the two businesses. For the yearly benefit, those two double doors were open wide and people flowed back and forth, checking out Rockis merchandise, nibbling at the finger foods, helping themselves to the cash bar.

By the time the auction started at ten, both bachelors and bachelorettes would be feeling mighty fine and ready to bid. Rocki was heading the event as she always did, but she still wanted to look good. After all, her stores merchandise was being displayed here. And on her...

Smoothing a hand down the front of her red corset, she turned to make sure the laces in the back were smooth and even. Bare skin showed underneath, gleaming pale against the garnet red satin. Satisfied with the way the back looked, Rocki turned around and studied the front. The garter straps, each set with a rose the same color as her corset, held up the floor-length satin skirt to just a little above mid-thigh, displaying her legs, encased in black silk stockings.

She was objective enough to admit she looked good. Taking the black top hat, Rocki set it on top of her head, adjusting the angle. Five more secondsshe gave herself five more seconds to hesitate, to be alone with her thoughts.

Five more seconds to think about the fact that another one of those odd cards had arrived, with another picture of herthis one of her inside the store, taken through the window. There hadnt been anything on the back, again. But it still disturbed her. And she couldnt ignore it if any more came. She was probably being careless to ignore them this long. Brant had enough friends on the force that she knewshe could get in touch with one of them. Show them the pictures...maybe even somebody would remember. She could talk to Laceys brother. She knew Clayton would take her seriously.

Okay, five seconds gone. Worry about it after.

Rocki blew out a breath. Okay. Lets go blow people out of the water, she said, smiling at Lacey in the reflection.





Cant you at least try to help me find her? Mara demanded as he swirled his wine around and stared off into the crowd.

Find who? Cole asked, even though he knew exactly who she was talking about.

The designer, damn it. You know who. She blew out a breath. Ive asked like five people and they just say shes around or shes busy and nobody will point her out. Maybe theyll talk to you.

You think? He studied her disgruntled expression. Not likely. You see, Im not going to ask.

She gaped at him. Why not? Dont you realize how important this is?

No. Because you can get another designer.

I dont want another one. Flags of color rode high on her cheeks, her hands closing into tight fists. Damn it, Cole, I cant believe how difficult youre being.

Am I? Hmm. Maybe. Too bad, Cole muttered, lifting his wine glass and knocking back the merlot like it was whiskey. Wishing it was. He could use some whiskey. Desperately.

The music abruptly changed cadence, and both he and Mara looked up, as did everyone around them. He hadnt noticed the spiral staircase when hed been here before. He noticed it now, though. Noticed it...and the very nice pair of legs descending...long, shapely legs that would close perfectly around a mans hips, he thought. Oh, hell. He damn near swallowed his tongue as Rocki came down the stairs, one hand trailing along the banister. She paused halfway down, smiling out at the crowd. Smiling...and letting everybody get one damn good look.

Again, he found himself thinking... Lush.

It was a word that described her perfectly.

A lot of the women in the crowd were wearing a hell of lot less clothing than she was. Mara was wearing less. But Rocki managed to cast them all in shadow. Looking at her made his hands sweat. The swells of her breasts rose above the corset she wore, all but begging for the touch of a mans hands, her ivory skin glowing against the deep, rich, red silk. He wasnt sure which would be softer to touch. Her waist looked impossibly small just before her hips flared out into another lush, ripe curve. The skirt was somehow hitched up, revealing those long legs encased in dark, smooth stockings.

A wet dream come to life, Cole thought, staring at her. Shit. He gripped his wine glass tightly and tore his gaze away from her. Mara was still staring at her, her lips pursed. Shes making such a spectacle of herself, dressed like that.

A spectacle? he echoed. She looks lovely.

Mara rolled her eyes. Shes too fat to dress that way.

Cole almost choked on his wine. Fat? Damn it, what in the world was wrong with her? But instead of replying, he just turned away. Mara only saw what Mara wanted to see. He was tired of it. So tired of it. And it was something he wasnt going to deal with much longer.

I wonder if she ever tries to put herself up in the auction, Mara mused.

Shes married, Cole said.

Oh. Yeah. And even if she wasnt... She broke off, laughing. Its a laughable thought.

Damn it, would you shut up? he snapped, slamming his glass down and turning his head to glare at her.

She stared at him. What is your problem?

He clenched his jaw shut, determined not to say anything, not to do this here.

Cole. Maras eyes narrowed.

He went to brush past her.

She shot out an arm, her nails digging into his wrist like claws. He paused, staring down at her. Somewhere inside, he ached, because he could remember a time when hed loved her. A lot. But that was before shed changed. When had all of this happened? And had she changed so drastically, or was it him?

Well talk about this later, Mara, he said quietly.

No. Well talk about it now.

He glanced around, spied the back door hed seen the first time theyd visited the store. It was marked private, but everybody was too focused on Rocki to even notice them. Fine. Mara wanted to have it out tonight, theyd have it out tonight.

With his hand at the small of her back, he guided her toward the door. It led them to a private dressing area, a long narrow hall with a series of doors, all done in ivory and gold. Feminine and soft, Like Rocki, he mused.

Shutting the door, he leaned back against it. We should talk about this at home, he said again.

Youre being a bastard...well talk about it here.

Youre being a bitch, he pointed out. I paid a grand to get us into a party we werent even invited to...

Well, they dont care. They just asked for the donation, she replied. Smoothing a hand back over her hair, she gave him an aggravated glance. Its not like you need the money, darling.

No, I dont. But you never asked if I wanted to come. You told me to. And now that youre here, all you can do is insult the owner. Mara...I dont even know you anymore. And what little I do know? He paused, reaching for the words. He didnt want to hurt her.

Mara crossed her arms over her chest, one blonde brow lifted impatiently. Yes?

I dont like.

She stilled. Finally, something flickered in her pale blue eyes. But it was gone almost as fast as it had appeared. Thats just silly, Cole. You know me. Im the same woman I was when you proposedthe same woman I was the night you told me you loved me and wanted to spend the rest of your life with me.

No, youre not. You used to smile. And laugh. Now you only smile if youre mocking somebody. Or being cruel. He looked away as he pushed off the door. And thats not who I want to spend my life with.

Taking a deep breath, he said softly, This engagement is off, Mara. Ill pick up my stuff and move out of the condo next week. Ill sign it over to youyou can have it. And Ill honor my agreement on the store. But thats it. Were done.

Cole, wait.

He opened the door as he looked back at her.

You cant do this, she said, her voice shaking. Not to me. Not here.

I didnt want to do it here. But I can do it...and I am. Im not going to spend my life with someone who is obviously so unhappy. Lifes too short, Mara. Get out there and enjoy itstop worrying so much about getting ahead and just live.








Chapter Three





Getting close to time, Lacey mused.

I know. Rocki gave her friend an amused glance and nodded toward the clock on the wall. I can read a clock, you know.

Bitch. It was delivered in a friendly tone, along with an elbow in the side. Hard.

Hey! Rocki slammed a hand against the wall to keep from toppling over and glared at Lacey. Youre the bitch. Bitch. Would stop trying to send me careening to the floor?

Cant help it...it was just so funny the one time you did go down... Lacey wagged her eyebrows. That was one night shed never let Rocki live downhadnt mattered that both of them had been drunk. So...you going to let some hot guy bid on you this year?

Oh, puh-leeze. She sighed and sipped from the one glass of champagne shed allow herself for now. Shed have more later. After this was all over. Champagne. Or something stronger. Probably something stronger, so she didnt have to think about that damn card. And the call shed have to make soon, because she knew the cards werent going to stop.

You going to tell me whats up with you?

With a smile, Rocki lied between her teeth. Nothing. Shed have to come clean with Lacey. Especially if another one of those cards showed. Laceys brother, Clayton, was one of the friends she figured shed callhed been one of Brants closer friends. He would take it seriously, too. But until another one showed, she wasnt going to worry about it. If another one came...then, fine. Shed deal. And shed deal appropriately. But not nowshe had to get through tonight first.

You know, if I didnt know you, I could believe you, Lacey said on a sigh. But I do know you. And I know youre lying.

Sucks, doesnt it?

Bitch, Lacey muttered. Then she groaned. Speaking of bitches...heres the Wicked Witch of High Street coming now. And she looks like shes up to no good.

Yeah, Rocki had to agree. The glint of Mara OKeilys eyes was all the warning Rocki needed. As she sipped from her champagne glass, she glanced at her friend Lacey. Behind the glass, she whispered, If you disappear, Im going to deck you. And keep your trap shut, too.

Lacey grimaced. That woman is a viper.

I know.

Five seconds later, Mara was there, smiling a hard, brittle smile. The look in her eyes was bright, almost too bright. And disconnected. Oh, there you are, Rocki...Ive been looking for you. Although in that get-up, youre rather hard to miss.

Well, I like to make a statement. Rocki smiled. She studied Maras dress and said, I suppose I could try something like that, but I doubt it would work on me.

Your boobs would runneth over, no doubt, Lacey said, grinning. That sort of thing works best on the boobless and hipless. Oh, no offense, Ms. OKeily.

Maras smiled went colder, sharper. Oh, none taken. She glanced around. So, I heard your designer Lush is supposed to be here tonight. Has she made her appearance yet?

She has, Lacey said. Shes been around most of the night.

Rocki wanted to kick Lacey. Damn it. Maras gaze zeroed in on Lacey and she arched a blonde brow. Oh? Perhaps you can introduce me?

Hmmm. I could, but Lush is going to be on the stage in a few minutes, Lacey said, making a face of mock disappointment. Youll just have to try and catch her after. I never stay past the auction, Im afraid.

I see. Mara looked at Rocki. Are you going to be in the auction...oh, wait, youre married. Where is your husband, Mrs. Monroe? I bet hes quite a catch.

Lacey went rigid next to her. Rocki reached out and rested a hand on her friends shoulder. Lacey...calm down, she said softly, glancing away from the woman in front of her. Lacey was all but vibrating with the urge to do something violent. Mara doesnt exactly know me, after all. She doesnt know about Brant.

I guess that means she also hasnt taken three minutes to read anything about the benefit shes attending, huh? Lacey said, her voice harsh and cold.

Just then the music changed, going to a low, rhythmic Celtic ballad. As harp music filled the air, the lights went low and on the far wall of the restaurant, a reel of images started to play. As Brants smiling face appeared, Rocki looked at Mara. The benefit is in my husbands memory, Mara. He died five years ago.





For reasons he couldnt quite explain, Cole hadnt left after the little explosion with Mara. Part of it was because of the way shed lookedthat expression never boded well. So he hung around and watched, waiting.

Another reason he hadnt left was that he wanted to see Rocki again. Yeah, he had an unnatural, unhealthy obsession with a beautiful, married woman. But hed just ended an unhealthy relationship with a beautiful woman. Obviously he had a handle on when to end unhealthy relationships, right? Even one-sided ones.

Sighing, he stared out at the crowd, his gaze automatically seeking out Rocki. She was impossible to miss. She was tall, probably close to five ten. And with that hat and the heels she wore tonight, she stood out like a goddess.

A married one.

Shit.

Turning away, he looked for something to occupy his mind and absently grabbed one of the rose-colored flyers that had been handed out at the door in exchange for his generous donation. There was a picture on it, he noticed absently.

A guy. Black hair, a wide, easy grin.

Below the guys picture, it read: Jacob Brant Monroe.

Monroe...

In loving memory.

What the...?

Music started to play. Sad and poignant, filling the air like a liquid sob. Lifting his head, he found himself seeking out Rocki with his eyes, yet again. And he found himself watching, entranced, as she made her way to the small stage that had been set up near the back of the restaurant.

With pictures of her deceased husband flashing on the wall just over her shoulder, Rocki smiled out over the crowd. Its hard to believe just how fast time can pass. She glanced over and everybody watched as the images flickered to a halt.

A wedding day.

Her wedding day.

Her voice was husky as she murmured, We would have been coming up on our tenth anniversary this year.

The images sped back up.

Brant was a good husband. A good man. She smiled and even from where he stood, Cole could see the tears glinting in her eyes. And he was a good cop.

The images slowed down once more, pausing on one of the man in uniform. Brant was a man who loved life. He loved me. He loved his job and he loved his badge. She smiled and it was all that much more beautiful because it wobbled around the edges. We werent one of those marriages you hear aboutand a lot of those arent always the normal. You hear about the typical cop married to his job, the wife just getting the scraps and leftovers. That wasnt our marriage. We were happy and I know if he hadnt been shot in the line of duty, wed still be married...still be happy. Brant was my heart.

The images started back up. Images of him with a boy, walking around a mall. Playing baseball. Fishing. Talking to kids at a school. Brant touched a lot of lives. Some of you are here because of that. Some of you are here because you know how those men and women touch lives. Some of you are here because you, like me, lost somebody. You know how hard it is. You know the pain, you know the grief. And you know how important it is to know youre not alonemy friends pulled me through those early, awful days.

She paused and looked down. When she looked back up, she wasnt smiling. Youll never know how grateful I am to you for that. Words cant express it. But my way of expressing my gratitude is through this...by honoring the memory of Brant, and the other men and women like him who have fallen. The Survivors Fund is a charity that helps the families of officers whove died or been injured in the line of duty. They provide a network for grief counseling, for financial support, so many needed things. Tonights benefit is for that very worthy charity. I thank all of you for being willing to help out.

She nodded and then stepped away from the stage.

As she disappeared through a small door, Cole found himself staring after her, his heart breaking over the pain hed heard in her voice.





Dont grieve for too long, Lush…

She could still hear his voice.

How long is too long, Brant? she whispered, resting one hand on her belly and staring into nothingness while she waited for the ache in her chest to fade. Although it wasnt just that she was grieving for him, specifically. She missed him. She was lonely. Nobody else had ever filled that empty ache in her heart.

Usually, she was okay. But on nights like tonight, that ache was more acute.

One of the chairpersons for the charity was out there speaking, wrapping things up. In a few more minutes, it would be time for her to go back out there and start the auction.

Then, later, shed go home. Alone. She didnt want to still be alone. She was so tired of being alone...

The door opened with a soft screech that had her jumping, clapping a hand over her mouth to muffle her shriek. Her heart raced and for a long, long moment, she forgot to breathe. It wasnt until black dots danced in front of her eyes that she made herself suck in a desperate breath. She swayed a little and a pair of hands came around her waist, steadying her.

Hey, are you okay?

That voice

Blinking, she found herself staring up at Mr. Gorgeous. Cole. Cole Stanton. Mara OKeilys fiancé. Automatically, she lifted her hands and rested them on his chest as she blinked the fog from her brain. Ah...

Hey, you should sit down.

No. She shook her head, feeling foolish. Easing back, she gave him a smile, one that she hoped was a little more certain than she felt. Im just a little off. Rough day. Rough day, rough night, rough week. She hadnt eaten anything after the mail had arrived that morning, eithershed spotted that damn card right off the bat and it had killed her appetite. Considering shed let herself drink a glass of champagne, and the lack of sleep lately...

Do you have that thing laced too tight or what?

Despite herself, Rocki laughed. No. I promise you, I dont. Resting against the wall, she smiled at him. Its just been a rough day and I didnt eat lunch. That, combined with champagne, and Im a little punch drunk.

Cole continued to eye her narrowly, like he didnt entirely believe her explanation. But he did back up, giving her a few more inches. That let her breathe, which she desperately needed. If she kept smelling him on every breath, she didnt know what she might do.

The air between them already felt a little too warm, a little too heavy.

But then that shifted, shattered as he looked away. I...ah. Im sorry about your husband. I didnt realize...well, until tonight.

Its okay. She smiled sadly and reached up, tugging her hat off. Its been five years.

You look like the wounds are still fresh. You must have loved him a lot. You still wear his ring. I didnt notice it before.

Looking down, she rubbed a finger over the ring. The wounds arent exactly fresh, no. But yes, I loved him with everything I had in me. As for the ring...I guess Im just not ready to let him go yet. I dont always wear it, but sometimes, yeah.

Would he want you to hold on this way?

No. She tucked a strand of hair back behind her ear. Sighing, she studied him. You know, this isnt exactly something you have any business asking me.

Youre right. I just cant help that I hate seeing you look so sad. He hesitated and then asked, Should I apologize?

Rocki frowned. No. I…geez, you make it too easy to talk to you. He didit was almost disturbing how easy it felt, talking to him just then. She didnt even know him. She didnt want to stop talking to him, though. Still staring at her wedding ring, she said, Brant wouldnt want me holding on like this… and Im not clinging to his memory. Exactly. Its just…well, I havent ever met anybody else who got to me like he did. If I do, Im not going to walk away from…well. Whatever could happen. I just havent…

She glanced at him, intending to look away just as fast. But she found herself caught in the rich, ripe gold of his eyes. His hand came up, cupping her cheek. Guess thats one of those time things, isnt it?

His thumb stroked over her lip. That light touch sent something hot and shivery arrowing straight down to her core. And her heartoh, her heart. It shuddered in her chest, shuddered, trembled, and for the briefest moment, she felt it stop.

Oh. Oh, no. This was bad.

His mouth was just a breath away from hers and she wanted, desperately, to close the distance between them, cover his mouth with hers.

But she didnt. Instead, she turned her face and said quietly, Cole...you tempt me. But youre all wrong for me. The wrong type of guy completely.

His hand hesitated and then he backed away. And what type of guy am I?

The taken type, she said wryly. And your fiancée already hates me enough. Lets not make things any more unpleasant than they already are.

Edging around him, she slid out the door.

Almost showtime. Then she could go home. Slip into some PJs, get something hard and strong to drink, and collapse into the bed. At least now she suspected she might have a pleasant dream tonight, instead of a nightmare.





...may I present the hostess of tonights festivities...

Cole was edging his way to the front of the restaurant, determined to get the hell out of there before he did anything else stupid. Like try to make a move on Rocki again.

...Lush!

Automatically, he glanced back. His eyes widened as he found himself staring at Rocki as she accepted the hands of two tuxedo-clad men, lifting her onto the stage.

For those who are new to the event, Lush, also known as Rocki Monroe, designs many of the pieces sold in Lush & Lace, the petite redhead on the stage said, smiling as Rocki sauntered toward her. Lush started out designing costumes in high school theater and began devoting more time to design in college. But it wasnt until after her husbands death that she actively began pursuing this particular dreamit was a dream only her husband and I knew about.

Rocki stopped next to the redhead. The other woman smiled up at her friend. The name even came from him... Lush, his nickname for Rocki.

Dont forget about the other part, Rocki chided, taking the microphone. Lace. Short for Lacey Morgan, who takes the portraits. My not-so-silent partner. She bumped her hip against the other woman and grinned as the paler skinned woman flushed a brilliant shade of crimson.

Somebody from out the crowd called out, Can we bid on the two of you?

Lacey quipped, You cant handle the two of us, Mitchell. Then she bowed to Rocki. Lush, the stage is all yours.

Rocki curtsied and stepped aside as the two tuxedo-clad men helped her friend off the stage.

Staring at Rocki, Cole found himself chuckling.

That bitch. Mara appeared at his side, seething.

Cole, his amusement fading, looked at her. Pardon?

She did this on purposeshe fucking knew Id find out who she was tonight and she did this to humiliate me, Mara snarled.

Cole muffled a groan. Mara, nobody is even paying you any attention. Youre not going to be humiliated unless you bring it on yourself. Now if youll excuse me...

She went to grab his arm but he evaded her. Enough, he warned her. Its done between us and Im not going to have you grabbing me and digging your claws in every time you dont get the final word.

How can you do this to me? She stared at him, all big eyes and sadness now. Apparently going for a different tactic. I cant believe you want to end it without even talking things through.

Theres nothing to talk through. Were through...I think we have been for a while and I just didnt see it. He shook his head. Im not going to discuss it when theres nothing you can do or say to change my mind.

Thats hardly fair, is it? she asked, her voice brittle.

Its not about fair, he replied. You dont even see what youve become. If you dont see it, you cant change it. And I cant marry the woman you are. He stared at her, wishing he could see even a little bit of genuine sadness in her eyes, but all he really saw was wounded pride and cold anger. If hed seen something of the woman shed been once, maybe...but there was nothing. Just the ice queen.

Sighing, Cole turned away and moved off into the crowd. He could leave. He should. Mara had the keys to the car and the condo in her purse. But he could call a cab and get a hotel for the next few days until he figured out where he was going to stay, what he was going to do.

Yes, he could leave. But he didnt. Nor did he really want to. He found himself in the small sitting area tucked in the corner of Lush & Lace, staring into his glass of whiskey and brooding. When somebody slid onto the corner of the couch next to him, he bit back a sigh, convinced it was Mara.

But it wasnt.

It was the redhead. Lacey.

She stared at him, her vivid green eyes echoed by the green design of her corset. It was one that Rocki had called an underbust, and although the woman was almost as slender as Mara, he had to admit, it did wonderful things for her. Still, he found himself wishing it was Rocki sitting there. He could hear her voice, husky, low, full of laughter and humor, filling the room next door.

So youre engaged to the Wicked Witch of High Street.

Cole burst out laughing. He couldnt help it. He supposed he shouldnt laugh, not so easily. But hell, the name was fitting.

Lacey continued to stare at him, a smile dancing around her lips. Well?

Cole, still chuckling, lowered his gaze to his whiskey glass. Its not exactly your business, is it?

Well. Not exactly. But I keep seeing you staring at Rocki. And Ive seen her staring at you. Id be really excited about that. But if youre engaged...well. I dont like it. She needs to get back in the game, but not with a married guy.

Smirking, he took a sip of his drink. Then he sighed. Well, thats not going to be an issue with me, he said.

And thats because ...?

Damn. Youre nosy.

Yeah, I am. She gingerly leaned over to the side, something that was too graceful to be called a slump. He couldnt exactly describe it. You got any idea how hard it is to slouch in one of these?

No. And Im happy not knowing, too.

Lacey laughed. Awesome. Because Ive got to tell you, men in corsets? They just dont work for me. Im glad to hear thats not your thing. She tapped her index finger on the arm of the couch, still watching him closely. Ive got to say, you just dont seem to fit with her. Mara, I mean. Shes so...cold and bitchy. You seem perfectly human.

Dont you think you should get to know people a little better before deciding shit like that? he asked irritably. He took another drink and settled deeper on the couch, staring up at the ceiling.

So Im wrong? Youre cold? Youre not human? Maybe shes not as bitchy as she seems?

For the longest time, he was quiet. Then he answered softly, No. But she didnt used to be that way. Lately, though...well. It doesnt matter. Not anymore. Not after tonight. He closed his eyes.

And what happened tonight?

He popped one eye open and stared at her. It doesnt concern you.

Lacey hummed under her breath. Okay. Well, answer this. You got the hots for Rocki or not?

He didnt answer, but he suspected the slow crawl of red up his cheeks did the answering for him.

Lacey laughed. Awesome. Now, if youll excuse me, Im going to go cause some trouble. You got your checkbook handy? You might need it.

Frowning, he opened the other eye and watched as she slipped out of the room, moving into the crowded mess of the restaurant. What the hell...?





What the hell? Rocki muttered, watching as Lacey came back up on stage.

Ladies and gentlemen. We have one final date to auction away tonight. Then Lacey paused and added, Although its more for the men. Sorry, ladies. And guys, some of you have been asking for this for a long while ...

Dread curdled in Rockis stomach as she stared at the back of her friends head. Oh, shit.

She wouldnt.

Then Lacey looked back at her with a wicked smile. Tonight, folks...Lush is going on the auction block. One dateone night of Lushs company. A movie, dinner, a night at the opera...you can choose or let her decide. Now, can we open the bidding at five hundred?

Rocki, feeling more than a little lightheaded, and altogether furious, stood there stunned as half a dozen hands went up in the air.

Im going to kill her.

But by the time the bids went up over twelve hundred dollars, she was feeling a little less murderous. Still very light-headed. Swallowing, she made her way to stand next to Lacey. She rested a hand on the podiumshe needed the support, badly. She smiled out at all the faces she couldnt see, thanks to the lights.

Next to her, Lacey was grinning and having the time of her life. How about fifteen hundred? Do have fifteen hundred?

There were fewer voices now.

One voice called out, Sixteen hundred.

For reasons Rocki couldnt explain, that particular voice sent a shudder of dread down her spine. Revulsion. Fear. Not that one, she thought…

Another voice called out for seventeen hundred.

She breathed deeply, or as deeply as the lacings on her corset would allow.





Staring at Rocki standing on the stage, Cole told himself he wasnt going to do it. Hed just broken up with his fiancée. She was still grieving over her husband. It was a bad thing all around. Right?

But that didnt keep him from taking a few steps into the restaurant, getting just a little bit closer. His blood pumped hard and fast as he got closer.

The bids were at two thousand now, but fewer people were involved. As he reached the bottom of the stage, he said loudly, Three thousand.

Rocki looked down, startled.

Her eyes met his, wide and dark...so dark, he felt lost in them.

Screw the bad things. He wanted this woman, damn it. Maybe just having a simple date would prove that she wasnt everything he had convinced himself she was. Besides, this whole thing was for charity...a good cause.

Ive got three thousand here, Lacey called out, delight evident in her voice. Do I have thirty-five hundred?

Another voice said, Thirty-five hundred.

Because he was standing so close, Cole saw the minute way Rockis shoulders tightened, the flash of something in her eyes. Was it fear? What was it...? It didnt matter.

Five thousand, he said, still staring at her.

She lifted a brow. Five thousand? she mouthed.

Silence fell through the room, and this time, nobody offered another bid.

Lacey grinned down at him. Shes all yours, Mr. Stanton. For a night, at least.








Chapter Four





Five days later, Rocki was breathing easier. No more cards came. No more photos. Shed almost forgiven Lacey for what shed done, too. It helped that Lacey wisely stayed away from the store, giving her time to cool down.

She was feeling pretty damn good about life in general, with the exception of the fact that she had a date with an engaged man hanging over her head. She could handle that, though. After all, it was just a date. She even had a plan in mind. Theyd go ice skating, if it was her choice. Ice skating, if somebody wasnt used to it, was exhausting enough that hed be a boneless mess by the time they were done, she figured. Pizza first, maybe. Nice, fun, easy. Not remotely romantic.

She could handle this. Shed handled touchy situations before, after all.

She could handle Cole Stanton.

All she had to do was get through one date. Of course, it would help if he would call and set up the date. But that was a problem for later. Right now, Rocki had customers.

There is just no way. The petite, curvy little blonde stood in front of one of the display tables, holding up a red silk corset and shaking her head. Its gorgeous, Miley, but theres no way one of these things would fit me.

Rocki studied the blonde and made a rough guess at her waist size. The woman had roughly the same body type as Rocki, although she was somewhat shorter. Of course, there had been times when Rocki thought baby giraffes were shorter than her. On her way over to the table, she selected one of the corsets that she thought would work.

Hi. Is anything I can help you with?

Miley, the blondes friend, looked at Rocki. Do you have anything that would fit my friend?

You bet. She smiled at the blonde. We need to measure your waist, but I imagine youre 36 inches or so. I definitely have things in stock that size. Perhaps this...?

Rocki held out the corset she had picked up. It was similar to the red one the blonde had been admiring, but was designed for women with a shorter torso. The blonde looked at it and then looked away, jerking a shoulder in a shrug. Its not so much my waist Im worried about. If things fit my waist, they dont fit my boobs. If they fit my boobs, they dont fit my waist. Ive tried these things before and they just dont fit. The hooks never line up right.

Why dont we give it a shot? Rocki smiled. Something tells me you were trying something more along the lines of a bustier, not a true corset. The laces in the back make it a lot more customizable than you would think.

She managed to talk the girl her name was Larainto slipping her blazer off and trying the corset on over her T-shirt. The first few times you wear one of these, it takes a bit longer to get it on, Rocki warned. They stood sideways in front of one of the mirrors so Rocki could show them both the proper way to lace the corset up. Always make sure the laces are loose and hook the front first, just like I showed you.

Lara squirmed a little as Rocki started tugging on the laces. Are these safe?

Yes. Rocki grinned at her in the mirror. The problem with old-fashioned corsets was that many styles went against a womans natural body type. Mine dont. Another problem was that they would remove ribs to make the waist even smaller. Were definitely not doing that. Other issues come from lacing it too tight or wearing them too often.

Lara was gaping at her. They would remove ribs?

People do strange things in the name of beauty. Rocki shrugged as she smoothed down the laces. Okay, once youve got all the slack out, you tie it in a bow at the center. See here? You dont tie at the bottom but in the center. Got it?

When shed finished, she rested her hands on Lara shoulders and turned her toward the mirror. What do you think?

Lara simply stared. Oh. With a tentative hand, she touched the rich red fabric of the silk and stared at her reflection. Wow. Really, wow.

Told you. Miley stood next to Lara, grinning. Damn, Lara. You could have given Anna Nicole Smith a run for her money. Look at you.

Rocki smiled. You do look amazing.

I love it. Lara turned around, staring at the back for a second before turning to look at her profile from the side. Granted, I think it would look better without the T-shirt. Probably works better on its own.

Rocki shrugged. Well, T-shirts under corsets arent typical, but I wear bodysuits under mine sometimes. Or a camisole, that sort of thing. Especially in this weather. The corset itself is warmer than some people would think, but it only covers so much. Those uncovered bits get cold fast.





Lara bought the corset, along with a black camisole to wear beneath. As she was checking out, she asked, What did you mean about people doing weird things for beauty?

Well, they do. Rocki passed the receipt over to Lara and then leaned back against the counter. With her arms crossed over her chest, she said, Think about it. Its not a new thing; people have been doing it since time began. Mayans and other ancient peoples would bind the skulls of their babies. Chinese people would bind the feet of their female children. At one time, makeup had arsenic in it. Then we had women who would remove ribs to make their waist smaller.

She sighed. And today is no betterBotox, plastic surgery, fad diets that are ridiculously unhealthy. Shaking her head, she shoved off the counter. Youve got teenaged girls who starve themselves or make themselves puke because they think that in order to be considered beautiful, they need to look like the women in magazines. Its not even a teenage thing, really. How healthy are the women who are constantly on diets? Then youve got women like me who arent exactly unhealthyIm not, just ask my doctor. I wont ever be the ideal vision of beautiful for societyand Im fine with that. A lot of women though, and even men, are so focused on the society-created image of beauty, they do crazy things to their bodies. They arent healthy. They arent happy. And they do it all in the name of beauty. Yeah, to me thats weird.

But you sell corsets and sexy lingerie for a living. Lara shook her head. Isnt that sort of the same thing?

I dont see it that way at all. I sell things to make a woman feel good and feel better about herself. If you feel better about yourself, if you feel beautiful, then you are beautiful. Screw what society thinks.

At that, Lara smiled. I want that on a bumper sticker. Then she glanced down at the burgundy bag she carried and smiled. And, I gotta admit, I felt pretty damn beautiful wearing this.

Thats because you are. Rocki lifted a brow. Beauty doesnt have anything to do with the size of your clothing.

Thank you. Lara looked down, a blush creeping over her cheeks. You have no idea how badly I needed to hear that.

Youd be surprised. We all need to hear that sometimes.

Just then, the bell over the door sounded. And in walked Cole Stanton.

Shoot. Reprieve over.

Customers, Rocki could handle. Nervous customers, unsure customers, bring them on. Cole Stantonthat was a different matter entirely.

Bullshit. You can do this. You can handle him. She made herself look at Lara and Miley and smile. I hope to see both of you back. Please be sure to call or e-mail if you have any problems or questions.

With her heart in her throat, she turned to look at Cole as the two women left. Her heart did a little slam dance in her chest and she was no longer quite so sure could handle him. Well, she could...but the way she wanted to handle him was totally unacceptable, considering his situationthe engaged one.

Why in the hell did he have to be engaged?

Cool, she told herself. Keep it cool.

As the door swung shut behind Lara, Cole smiled at her. Im not chasing customers away, am I?

No. They were done. Her palms were sweating, she realized. This is stupid. She hadnt let a man get to her like this since...well, not since Brant. Shit. Oh, this was bad. Very, very bad. She needed to get him out of here. Like now.

Screw the date. But...damn it, he had already paid for it.

I dont think you should be buying dates when youre engaged, Rocki blurted out. Shit. So not cool.

He lifted a brow at her, a slow smile curling his lips. Well, I generally dont buy dates. But it was for a good cause. I couldnt help myself.

Couldnt help yourself? Huffing out a breath, she crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the counter at her back. You frequently lose control at charity events, is that what youre saying? Absently, she caught a lock of hair, tugging on it as she studied him.

Damn, he was pretty.

Oh, no, thats not what Im saying at all. I dont lose control, Mrs. Monroe. Its just not my style. I saw you standing there, though, and I just had to do it. What can I say? You tempt me to do very weird things.

Rocki stared at him. Excuse me, but I didnt do a damn thing. Look, you have to realize this isnt exactly right. Way too pretty, she amended as that smile widened. Gold eyes glinted at her, full of amusement and humor.

Because Im not your type. Im the taken type.

Right.

And if I wasnt the taken type? Would that make things better? He stood in the middle of her store wearing a thick, cable knit sweater, faded jeans and heavy bootsexcellent gear considering the steady snowfall they had coming down outside. Golden blond hair tumbled into his eyes, and she had the urge to move out from behind the safety of the counter and push it back from his face. His hair looked wicked soft...shed just love to...

Taken! Hes taken, remember...

Setting her jaw, she shook her head.

If you werent the taken type, then youd be the rebound type. Still not ideal. She gave him a wry smile. And besides, you are taken, so lets keep that in mind. I really dont want to get into a fight with your beautiful bride-to-be. She smirked and added, Id break her in two.

I dont know. Maras meaner than you.

Dont bet on it. She stared at him. So, lets just not push that button, okay?

Okay. Look, its a date. One for a good cause. He flashed that smile at her again and she felt her knees go weak, her heart skipping. A date. He ambled forward and leaned over the counter, elbows braced on it. Not a lifelong commitment. But for the record, I should probably tell you ... His voice trailed off and he looked down, staring through the glass countertop, although she doubted he was seeing anything inside the display case. When he looked back up, his eyes were serious. Im no longer the taken type.

Rocki blinked. What?

You heard me. He straightened up and pushed a hand through his hair, only to have the thick blond strands fall right back into his eyes. I broke things off with Mara the night of the benefit, and just so you know, it had nothing to do with you and everything to do with Mara and me. Also, it happened before the auction. Well before. It happened before I talked to you. And I dont think you could even consider me a rebounding type. Things between us having been...hell. Gone. Theyve been gone for a long time. I just wasnt seeing it. Mara couldnt, either.

Rocki studied him. Im sorry.

Cole shrugged. Dont be. It needed to end.

Whether it needed to or not, it always sucks to end something. And that sounds really, well...sad. You were going to marry her. There must have been something there. She studied his face, and knew she was right, even if he didnt say anything. There was the echo of something in his eyes. She could see it. You dont strike me as the kind of guy whod start a relationship that casually. If youd asked her to marry you, you must have had feelings for her at some point. Losing that, whether its fresh or not, has to bother you.

She absently worried her wedding ring with her finger and studied the toes of her heels. I still dont think ...

Hearing the boards creak, she looked up and saw that Cole had moved around the counter. She swallowed. You know what I think? he murmured.

What?

He passed a hand down her hair, tangled his fingers in it. A jolt of longing shot through her. Hell. It had been so long. Too damn long.

I think you think too much. He dipped his head and pressed his mouth to hers.

Oh.

Heat. Hunger. They flooded through her and she pushed off the counter, pressed her body to his, her hands going to his waist.





She did think too much.

And she was wearing that wedding ring againhere she was worrying about him being on the rebound and she was wearing her wedding ring, five years after her husband had died. He should turn around and walk back outforget the damn date.

But instead, he had his hands fisted in her hair, that thick, dark hair. And she had her body pressed against his, that lush, warm body...oh, shit, she was like a fucking drug. Groaning, he tangled a hand in her hair and tugged her head back. She opened for him, and when he plunged his tongue into her mouth, she bit him lightly.

Banding an arm around her waist, he whirled her around and pressed her up against the counter. Greedy for the feel of her, the touch, he raced his hands along those ripe curves, palming her breasts in his hands. The warm, heavy weight had him shuddering. He wanted to see that amazing, soft body of hers, see it, feel it, cover it with his.

Instead, he pulled away, pressing his brow to hers. You think too much, he said again, in a remarkably calm voice. Now, about that date. A nice, friendly, casual date...

Her eyes, sleepy and hot, stared into his. She blinked, and then to his surprise, she started to laugh. She shifted, resting her head on his shoulder. Hotshot, I have a hard time thinking straight when I look at you and you want me to play nice, friendly and casual...after you kiss me like that?

Well. Im not your type, remember? He stroked a hand down her back, absently toying with the laces of the corset she wore. It was black today, a new sort that he hadnt seen before, worn over a shirt with long puffy sleeves. It almost looked more like a cross between a vest and corset, fitting below her breasts. Again, it did things for her body that should have been illegal. You know, youre going to give me a fetish if I keep seeing you in these things.

Rocki tipped her head back, smirking at him. Maybe youve already got one. Her eyes dropped, lingering on his mouth. Then she sighed and eased her upper body back. So. A date. Friendly. Casual.

Yeah. Friendly. Casual. Dipping his head, he nibbled at her lower lip. At least until I can convince you that maybe I am your type after all.








Chapter Five





What do you think?

Lacey lounged on the couch in the dressing area, munching on Cheetos. Her left eyebrow, pierced through with a silver hoop, winged up. Darling, what I think is that I was mishearing things. You told me on the phone last night that this date was just going to be nice and casual, yet here you are wearing the prototype piece you spent months working on. She popped a finger in her mouth to lick off the crumbs and then added, And damn if you dont look hotter than hell. If I was into girls, Id do you.

Rocki snorted. You are such a brat. By the way, you get crumbs on that couch, Im beating you. She sighed and looked back at her reflection. Damn it, Im changing.

No. Lacey remained sprawled on the couch. Youre not. Leave it alone already, you look amazing.

Rocki groaned and looked at her reflection. The new piece wasnt exactly a typical corset. It had the basic look of a Victorian corset with the longer rounded bottom, but shed raised the neckline and straps to it, and to the straps, shed designed it so she could add or remove sleeves. So many of the corsets she designed couldnt exactly be worn on their own in the winter without a jacket over it or a blouse under it, but this one could. She fingered the necklace shed added. It was dark metal, looked like tarnished silver, but wasnt. It was the only jewelry she wore. Shed taken her wedding ring off and locked it away in her safe. She didnt always wear it, and she needed to stopshe sure as hell couldnt wear it on a date.

She ran a hand through her hair and swore. Damn it, Im primping. Thats itIm changing.

Nope.

She made a face at Lacey. Am, too.

If you do, Im wiping Cheetos all over your couch, Lacey said, smirking. And I wont clean it up. Ill just sashay right out of here, and youll have to clean it before it stains.

You would not. She turned around and glared at her friend. And who the hell uses the word sashay?

Wellllll...I just did. Lacey gave her an innocent smile and reached into the bag for another handful of the messy, cheesy snacks. She popped them into her mouth and then waggled her orange fingers at Rocki. Change.

Rocki groaned and covered her face with her hands. She wanted to think her friend was just bluffing. But Lacey wasnt exactly big on that. Hell, the wench had hauled her on the fucking stage at the auction. Bluffers didnt do that sort of thing. Im going to get you back for this, she warned. Then she turned back around and studied her reflection once more. Rocki didnt bluff, either. Just wait.

Lacey sighed. I know. But its for a good cause.

Out in the shop, the bell chimed.

Well, at least youve got a customer to distract you, Lacey said cheerfully, licking the cheese off her fingers. And if youre distracted, the couch is safe from me. For now.

Youre so mature. As she passed by, she kicked Laceys ankle.

Bitch.

Tramp. On her way out in the shop, Rocki was grinning.

The smile faded as she heard the bell of her shop and she looked to the door, saw it swinging shut. Damn it ...

Automatically, she looked around, wondering if shed let somebody steal from her. Normally, she didnt leave the store front unattended, but shed been so busy worrying about that nice, friendly date...

Her gaze landed on the white box sitting in front of the door.

It was long and white, the type of box roses come in. She knew because Brant had loved to send her flowers. Her heart jumped into her throat. Somehow, she didnt think it was from Cole. Rocki rushed to the front of the store and shoved the door open, moving onto the sidewalk. But it was too late. She saw nothing but the typical foot traffic common on a Friday evening.

Retreating back into the store, she stepped carefully over the box and stood there, staring at it, arms crossed over her midsection.

Hey, Im going to...

As Laceys voice trailed away, Rocki looked up.

Lacey frowned, staring at the box. She knew Rocki too well to assume the box held anything good. I assume you dont think those are flowers , Lacey said quietly.

No. She nudged it with her toe.

Lacey nodded. Okay. Is there a reason why?

Rocki stared at Lacey. Lacey knew. She knew all about what had happened years earlier. Swallowing, she edged around the box, keeping a good eighteen inches between them, like she thought a viper might strike. She had the cards locked up in her office. Watch the store for a minute?

Her mouth tightened, but Lacey nodded, her gaze returning to the box. Just one thingam I going to kick your ass in a few minutes?

Possibly.





Okay.

This was unexpected, Cole thought, pulling up behind the unmarked car parked in front of Rockis shop. He was an attorney, after allhed seen plenty of unmarked police cars.

Although, hey, he had to think calmlyher husband had been on the force. She probably had a lot of friends.

Shit, if shed been hurt, he was going to fucking kill somebody.

Okay, calm just went out the window, he admitted as he made it inside in under sixty seconds flat.

To his surprise, he knew the cop he found there, too.

It was Clayton Morgan, standing close to Rocki, his expression surly, his russet hair standing on end. Okay, Rock. One more time, and damn it, if you leave anything out, Im paddling you.

Fury punched through Cole, hot and vicious. He kept his voice level, though, as he said, Unless Im mistaken, Im pretty sure cops generally dont get to paddle citizens. Or did they redo the law, Detective?

Three heads turned his way, two redheads and one brunette. He glanced at the beautiful brunette but kept his focus on the cop, one brow lifted.

Morgan raked him with a quick look and snorted. Hell, what is the DA doing here, Rock? Then he shook his head. Im not yet here officiallyRockis a friend, Stanton, so dont get your boxers in a twist.

Not yet? He shifted his gaze to Rocki then, saw the strain in her eyes, and the pallor. Concern wrapped a tight, brutal grip around his heart. Closing the distance between them, he reached up and cupped her chin. What happened?

The shop looked okay. She looked fineother than pale and unhappy. He stroked a thumb over her satin skin and waited for her to look him in the eye.

A tight smile came and went. Ugly shit. I...well, I dont want to...

He looked past her then. Saw the white box sitting on the counter. The lid hadnt been put all the way back on. It wasnt the blooms that bothered him, in and of themselves. They were brightly colored, and beautifuland hed spent enough money on flowers in his life to know that they werent cheap flowers, either.

No, the disturbing fact was that every last one of them had been cut from the stem, carefully placed away from it in the box. Carefully, he reached inside his coat pocket and pulled out a pen, using it to nudge the lid completely out of the way. Once he had, he counted the flowers. Two dozen in all. And all of the blooms had been removed. Shifting his gaze to Rocki, he saw that she was staring determinedly at his chest, like shed been intent on not looking at the flowers. I take it you didnt do the snip and clip there, he said.

She swallowed and gave him a game smile. Not much for horticulture.

Dont see the fun in it myself. He looked at Morgan. So...whats the deal?

Morgan raised his eyebrows. Im curious why its your business, Stanton.

Clayton, yank the stick out of your ass. Hes here to pick me up for a date. He sees you, and apparently you know each other. Rocki rolled her eyes. Do the math, genius.

The cop stiffened. Hell, youre dating a lawyer.

Rocki sighed. Well, not officially. Not yet. You see, we havent had the date. Then she shifted her gaze to Cole and added, Besides, I didnt know he was a lawyer.

Does it matter? Cole asked softly.

Hell, yes, Clayton snapped.

Rocki smiled. Not so much. Then she looked at the flowers. Clayton...what do we do here?

He glared at her, then abruptly groaned. A lawyer. A fu...a lawyer, for crying out loud. He sighed and shoved a hand through his hair before studying the flowers again.

That was when Cole noticed something elsetwo white envelopes on the counter. Clayton tapped them with his pen and glanced at Rocki. Ill call around, see what I can find out. But you need to come in, at least fill out a complaint about this. You know that.

She glanced at Cole. With a tired smile, she said, Maybe that official date is going to have to wait.

Maybe. But Ill drive you to the police station.



That tired, strained look on her face pissed him off, Cole thought a few minutes later as he wove in and out of the early evening traffic, following Clayton Morgan to the police department. Pissed him off, and worried him.

Reaching over, he caught her hand where it lay fisted in her lap. This wont be so bad. You just answer some questions and sign your name in a few places. And since you know the cop, hell probably be able to speed things up, too.

I know. She rolled her head on the seat and gave him a weak smile.

Something about her tone made him think she did know, too. Hmmm. Okay. He was asking. Damn it, he was asking. Because whether they had their date tonight, he was already in far too deep with this woman and he needed to know what in the hell was going on. Assuming she told him.

Somehow, I dont think that I know is just a vague, empty comment. He rubbed his thumb along the back of her hand, noting how tightly she had that fist clenched. So tight her hands must ache from it, he mused. Somehow, I think that I know is said from experience.

As he slowed down for a red light, he turned his head to look at her. Am I right?

Rocki had her eyes closed. In the faint light coming into the car, she looked pale, too pale. And still so amazingly beautiful. Scared, too. Somehow, he didnt think scared was her normal. He wanted to gather her up against him and hold her close, stroke her until that tension faded.

Youre right, she whispered. She opened her eyes, staring straight ahead. Yeah. Youre right.

The light turned to green and he focused on the road once more, but continued to hold her hand. You maybe want to tell me about it?

I dont know. She blew out a shaky breath. But I cant right now. I need to keep it together and thats taking a lot out of me.

Cole nodded. He could see that easily enough on his own. Okay. He wouldnt push. Not yet. But he wanted to know what was going on, what kind of unhappy secrets had darkened her lovely eyes.

This was an unexpected complication.

But oddly enough, he wasnt the least bit inclined to walk away.





And thats it. I ran outside, didnt see anybody. I came back inside and called you.

Damn it, this was hard. Even though Clayton was here, this was still hard. Clayton had been a friend of hers for yearssince college. Lacey used to tease her that hed had a thing for her. Rocki didnt know if that was true but she did know hed always been there. Always. And he was here now. But this was still so hard.

She sat perched on the edge of the chair, her hands wrapped around the coffee. Shed asked for it more to warm her hands than to drink it, but shed had a few sips. The caffeine was already zinging through her system, and she wondered if it would be possible to sleep.

She didnt know.

She didnt know if she wanted to sleep. A split second later, she decided she probably didnt.

Off to the side, Cole stood silently, his face expressionless, his golden eyes unreadable. A lawyer. She wouldnt have guessed it. She didnt have the knee-jerk dislike for lawyers that Clayton obviously had, but still, she would have thought shed be able to peg one.

It didnt matter, though. Not to her. Shed meant it when she said it earlier and she still meant it. She was glad he was here. Glad she wouldnt have to drive back to the shop alone, although she wasnt so glad about spending the night alone at home.

Morosely, she stroked a hand down the silky black sleeve of her new corset and decided it hadnt mattered what she wore. She wasnt really going to be able to put it to good use, anyway. Not that shed planned on doing much more than seeing if he appreciated her efforts, but still.

Rock?

Glancing up, she saw Clayton staring at her, his brows arched, an expectant look on his face. She sighed and lifted a hand, pressed her fingers to her forehead. Sorry, Clayton. My mind is wandering.

Its okay. He reached out and tugged on a lock of her hair, much as hed done when they were younger. And she reached out, swatted at his wrist, much as shed done. It was a familiar thing, something that settled her, soothed her. Youve got plenty of reasons for your mind to wander. But I need you think, to focus.

He slid a look toward Cole. The way he was sitting, it wasnt very likely Cole would have noticed, but Rocki saw it. Ive got a few more questions to ask you. Would you like for me to do it privately?

Way to be subtle, she thought tiredly. But she just shook her head. Shed already decided shed tell Cole. Why? She wasnt sure. But she just felt like she should. She felt like he needed to knowlike she should tell him. Just go ahead and ask. She looked at Cole, their gazes connecting. If he didnt feel casual about her, then he needed to be aware she came with a bit of baggage, she figured. If he couldnt deal with that, then better she know early, right? I plan on telling Cole later on, anyway.

Clayton stilled.

She looked at him, saw the way his eyes narrowed, the way his mouth tightened. Is that so? Things that serious with you two already?

In her peripheral vision, she saw Cole push of the wall. Quietly, she said, Thats not exactly your concern, is it, Clayton? Youre my friend. That doesnt give you license to inquire about my personal life. She glanced at Cole and then away. Come on. Whatever you need to ask, get it done.

Shit, Rocki. Clayton grunted and shoved a hand through his hair. Fine. He shoved off the desk and started to pace. How likely is it that this is connected to...before?

Before.

Terror hit her. Images flickered through her mind. Hands hard and cruel. A low, ugly whisper...She swallowed the bile churning its way up her throat and blinked away the dots trying to crowd in on her vision. No, damn ityoure not controlling me like this, bastard. Not now. Not again

Taking a deep, slow breath, she closed her eyes. She wasnt helpless. She hadnt been then, she wasnt now. Closing her hands into fists, she opened them, flexed her fingers. Breathe, Rocki...breathe.

As the black dots faded away, she looked at Clayton. Honestly, I dont know. Its been years. Eleven years. You know that. Would he still be out there, trying to freak me out?

He had an obsession for you. You tell me.

Rocki shuddered. Hell. I dont know. I just dont know.

Clayton nodded. Okay. Well, hes going to be the first person I check out. He sighed. Go on. Get out of here. Get some rest. Then he added, And damn it, be careful. Anything else happens, I want to know. Immediately.








Chapter Six





The walk to his car was quiet. Snow came down around them in a gentle, steady fall. Already their tracks from just a short while ago were nearly covered. Rocki grimaced and kicked at the ground.

Im getting tired of snow.

Cole muttered, Me, too. He glanced over at Rocki, felt his heart stutter at the sight of her. There were snowflakes in her hair. She had her head tipped back, and even though she was scowling, there was a smile on her lips. You know, for somebody who claims to be tired of it, you arent in any rush to get out of the snow.

Rocki sighed. Well, maybe Im tired of it in theory. Maybe only partially tired. But theres something peaceful about it, too. I could use some peace right now.

Youre safe, you know. He brushed her hair back from her face. He meant to push it back behind her ear. Really. But he found himself rubbing the dark, thick lock between his thumb and forefinger. Tearing his gaze from her hair, he looked into her dark eyes and said, You can relax.

She scowled. I dont think I remember how.

Try. He forced himself to let go of her hair. Come on. Its cold. We can enjoy the peace from inside the car, too.

Moments later, they were doing just that. As the car took to the roads, Cole glanced over at Rocki, saw that she was staring out at the falling snow, still smiling.

I moved to Asheville from Florida when I was in high school, she said, glancing at him out of the corner of her eye and. Never got to see snow until then. I always used to dream about a white Christmas. Every now and then, I can actually have one. Mom used to complain about it, telling Dad they should have picked a different spot in North Carolina. She hated the snow. I dont always mind it, I guess.

Her smile.

Damn it, what was it about that smile of hers? It hit him like a punch, straight to his gut. It didnt matter if it was the mischievous sort, or the pensive, thoughtful kind. Every time she smiled and her dark eyes crinkled up like that, it just got to him.

Clearing his throat, he said, You want me to take you to your car? Im following you home, just so you know. So I can either take you home now, or follow you home, it doesnt matter, but...

She reached over and laid a finger across his lips. Im hungry. How about you take me to get some food, instead? She glanced around and said, Assuming the snow hasnt shut the city down.

He caught her wrist. Nah. This place doesnt shut down that easily. He really should take her home. She was tiredthe bruised look under her eyes more than told him that. And she looked fragile, even though he knew she was anything but.

But he wasnt about to pass up a chance to spend some more time with her.

Although, you realize, this doesnt count as a date. This is just getting food. You still owe me a date.

Typical lawyer, Rocki sighed. But she was smiling.





So what happened with you and Mara?

She had a heaping bowl of Irish stew in front of her, a glass of Harp, and a fire crackling not too far away. As far as she was concerned, it was the ideal way to spend a Friday nightproviding she didnt think about earlier.

She hadnt expected him to take her to Molly Flanagans, but the sight of it had made her smile. She loved this place. The Irish-style pub was packed, too, all but bursting at the seams as they made their way inside.

Cole had gone for a Guinness and a burger, and glanced at her now as she snatched a few of his fries. He scowled at her. Rocki decided then and there that they really did need to have a second date. It felt too right not to.

If everything else went okay.

Mara... Cole sighed. He wiped his fingers on his napkin and lifted his Guinness, but didnt drink. Instead, he studied the half-empty glass, as though it held the answers to the universe. Have you ever known somebody who could go from being one thing to being something else...completely?

Rocki lowered her gaze. Her heart bumped against her ribs. Maybe.

It wasnt a quick thing. Quick...well, that probably would have made me leave sooner, and it wouldnt have been so hard, maybe. Might have gotten ugly at first. But... Scowling, he studied his drink. Long moments passed before he finally shifted his gaze up to meet hers. She didnt used to be so miserableIm not talking outright mean, because she could always be a bitch when she wanted. Its just that lately, she just wanted to be a bitch more often than not. She never used to be that way. She used to be happy. Or happier, or least. I dont know when that started to change.

It makes you sad.

Yeah. He sat the glass down and leaned back into his chair, turning his head to stare into the fire. They were tucked into one of the smaller alcoves and it was mostly quiet, rather private. They could hear the muffled music and the roar of other voices, but nothing distinct. Its not that I have regrets about ending it, because I dont. Maybe I only regret not seeing this sooner. But I hate that somebody I used to love is so unhappy now.

Then he shoved a hand through his hair. Not exactly good dinner conversation, considering I plan on convincing you to go on another date, right?

Well, technically, this isnt a date. She smiled at him as she lifted her glass. We were both hungry. So were eating.

She took a drink and then set her glass down, staring at him. Im sorry. Regardless of whether you still love Mara or not, I can tell it bothers you. So Im sorry. Then she wrinkled her nose. Even though I dont much care for her.

Hell. I dont much care for her these days, he muttered. Then, he shot Rocki a quick look. The woman I fell in love with...I dont think she exists anymore. I dont know what happened to her, but shes not the one Ive been living with the past few months.

Silence fell over the table for a few minutes, broken only by the rest of those in the crowded pub. Rocki, her appetite all but dead, tried to figure out just where to start. She needed to tell him. Even if he didnt ask, she realized. She needed to talk.

You ever going to tell me what was going on earlier?

Slowly, she lifted her gaze from her plate, staring at him in the dim light. That light managed to make him look even more beautiful than he already was, flickering across the planes and hollows of his face, making that gilt hair gleam like burnished gold.

Eleven years ago, I had a stalker. She stared at him, watching the way his lashes flickered, watching the knowledge flash through his eyes.

Slowly, he leaned back in the seat, crossing his arms over his chest. His eyes, thoughtful, considering, narrowed on her face. Eleven years...thats a long time.

Seems like it was just yesterday. She sighed, leaning forward.

It wasnt always the most demure posture in a corset. Especially if one had...assets.

To his credit, Coles eyes barely dipped below her neckline...at least for longer than a second. Rocki chuckled. You know, I wore this thing wanting to look nice for you.

Ah... He closed his eyes. You succeeded. Although Im trying to concentrate and Im having a hard time reminding myself Im not a twelve-year-old boy.

She grinned at him. Then, still grinning, she eased back from the table, although she was so damned tired, all she wanted to do was rest. Against something. Or, in this case, someone. Yesterday, she reminded him, steering the conversation back to the unpleasant topic at hand. It could have been yesterday. It was just postcards at first. Then the flowers started, although they werent so...interesting then. It wasnt until the phone calls began that I told anybody.

She licked her lips and looked down, absently studying her hands. Shed called somebody then. But even then...She closed her eyes. I knew who it was.

You knew?

She lifted her gaze to his. Yes. It was an ex-boyfriend. One who didnt want to be an ex. Lifting a hand, she absently touched a hand to her chest. One who would have had ten different fits if hed seen me wearing something like this. It wasnt just the way I dressed, though. It was everything. If I didnt get home when I said Id be, he got angry. If I wanted to go out for a movie with friends, he freakedshoot, he used to follow us. Once, a girlfriend started flirting with these guys and he came rushing up… She sighed and shook her head. I got tired of it. I broke it off. He...

Rocki turned her head. Shit. Why was this still so hard? She knew all of this, damn it. She knew it. She hadnt grown up in an abusive home, and she wasnt one of those women whod been made to believe she was just supposed to take abuse.

The day I broke it off, Dwayne acted like everything was fine. Wed still be friends. I packed up my things, took it all over to Laceys. Went to work...I worked part-time for a theater company, thendid the costumes, that sort of thing. I was working on designing some of my own stuff, but it was a private thing. Never made anything, never showed anybody. Her hands were sweating. Damn it. He wasnt going to do this her again. Not again. Swiping her palms down the front of her jeans, she looked back at Cole, making herself look him straight in the eye. I was leaving work when he attacked me. He knocked me down, wrapped his hands around my neck, started screaming at me.

She could still hear him. No fucking bitch leaves me

I tried to fight him, but then, I just didnt know how. I kicked, I screamed as loud as I could. But I passed out. Somebody from the theater heard me, though. Called the cops. There was a beat cop close by, and thank God for that...because if theyd been a minute or two later...

Rocki shuddered.

A hand touched her shoulder. Tensing, she looked up and realized Cole had left his seat at the booth and was now crouched by hers. She scooted over on the bench, disturbed by how desperately she needed that contact. As he settled down next to her, she rested her head against him. A strong arm came around her. Rocki groaned, sinking into the warmth of his embrace. Shed missed this...just having somebody there to hold her. Somebody she could trust. Somebody she liked and had a connection with.

And God help her...she had it with Cole.

The cops showed up while he was still trying to get my clothes off, she said, needing to get the words out. He took off running when he heard the sirens, and I woke up with my shirt ripped open, my jeans unzipped. I hadnt been awake, but I swear, I could feel his hands all over me.

She swallowed and then looked up at him. Cole lifted a hand, brushed her hair back from her face, then stroked his thumb over her lip. Then what? You knew who it was, right?

Yeah. She looked away. But I wouldnt press charges. Not then. The notes started coming next. Then the flowers. Then he started calling and I knew I had to do something, or he might try to kill me next time. I warned him that Id press charges if he kept it up. He just laughed, said I hadnt done it before, I wouldnt this time.

So did you?

I went to the police station. Filled out the report, did everything I was supposed to...and the officer in charge was an ass. Told me they couldnt promise theyd get results. Id need to be careful of my whereabouts. And maybe I should dress differently. She made a face. I had on a fucking T-shirt and jeans. Damn, I was furious. I stormed out of there, so mad I could barely see...and crashed right into Brant.

Brant. Your husband.

Yeah. Although, not then. Absently, she plucked at a loose thread on his sweater, then let her hand fall to his thigh. When the muscles under her hand bunched, she felt a blush settle low her breasts. But she didnt move her hand. Brant...ah, well, he was a gentleman, through and through. Saw that I was upset. Asked around. Had another officer take the report again. Then he walked me to my car.

But that wasnt it.

No. She smiled. A few days later he showed up at the theater and asked me how I felt about dating cops, mentioned hed almost taken my case himself but that wouldnt have been right...because he had every intention of asking me out. We were married within six months.

One of those love-at-first-sight stories.

Pretty close. She lowered her gaze, staring at her hand. The muscles under it were still tense. She really should move. But she couldnt. Just couldnt.

What happened with the ex?

I chickened out. Couldnt press charges. A few more cards came. Two more calls. Then they stopped. She closed her eyes. I wont ever know, but I suspect Brant paid him a visit...scared the shit out of him. Dwayne never was good at standing up to anybody who proved they could dish it back.

Possible ethical issue there. His hand rested low on her spine.

She shivered as his fingers grazed the scant bit of flesh left bare on her back by the corset.

Abuse of power...hell, I might have bought him a drink. Cole rubbed his cheek against her hair. You should have pressed charges, though. Bastards like that never stop until you make them.

I know. Now, I could. Then, it was a different story. She sighed. It may or may not be him now. I just dont know. The cards started a few weeks ago. Ive gotten fourthey arent the same. Its just pictures of me, no notes or anything. The flowers today...that was a first.

If it is him...?

If it is, if it isnt, no matter...once they have a name, anything I can go to court with, Ill press charges. She stared down, not seeing anything. I wont be that victim again. Not again.

He nuzzled her temple. Im sorry. Nobodys got the right to do this to another person.

No. And I wont let it happen to me again. She blew out a breath. Closed her eyes. Then she smiled. It feels good to get that out, you know. Not too many people know.

He remained silent, his hand stroking her back. Rocki stared at her hand on his thigh and tried to tell herself she needed to just finish up her meal. Have him take her home. They could set up their real date and then see what happened.

Except she couldnt think about anything but the feel of his hand on her back, of his thigh under her hand. His warmth. The way his mouth pressed against her brow.

Cole? She tipped her head back, studying him. You know, I should probably just get this out. Its been a while since Ive dated and all. But I dont sleep with men on the first date.

Ah... A muscle jerked in his jaw. Well, I dont think wed really even gotten to that point, right? This isnt a real date.

Right. So when you take me hometo either your place or mineand we sleep together tonight? Just to be clear...we havent had a date.





He hadnt heard her clearly.

Cole closed his eyes, replaying her words in his head, but they still sounded the same. Lust did bad, bad things to a mans ability to think clearly, that was all he could figure out.

Okay, at the risk of sounding like an idiot...what did you just say?

That smile of hersoh, hell, it did bad, bad things to his ability to think at all. She tightened her fingers on his thigh, her nails biting lightly into his skin, even through the sturdy denim of his jeans. Oh, come on now, Counselor...thats what they call lawyers, right? I think you heard me.

I heard you. He dropped his gaze to her mouththat wide, sexy mouthand thought he just might die if he didnt get to kiss her, seriously kiss her, and soon. The problem is I think I heard something completely different from what you just said.

And what do you think I just said?

It had something to do with the two of us going back to your place, or my place. But that couldnt be what you said.

Rocki scraped her nails along his jeans. But it was. She curled her free hand around his neck. So. Which one sounds better to you?

In reply, Cole reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. Blindly, he pulled out some money and glanced at it. Without bothering to do another thing, he threw it down on the table. Please tell me youre ready to go now.

The smile on her face had nerve endings exploding. Cole stood up and hoped to heaven, hell and every place in between that his hands werent shaking as he offered one to her. She uncoiled from the seat, placing her hand in his. The firelight danced off the pale skin displayed by the unbelievably fucking sexy top...corset...whatever it was that she wore. Unable to keep from touching her, he reached out and trailed his fingers along the smooth skin that rose in a swell above the gleaming black silk.

You are so damn beautiful, he muttered.

Rocki reached out and curled her hands around his waist. Youre not so bad yourself. She swayed closer, pressing her mouth close to his ear. Can we go?

Hell, yes.








Chapter Seven





Earlier, shed been cold.

So cold.

But now, even the heavier fall of snow couldnt manage to cool the burning in her blood. Part of her brain was whispering, This isnt smart. You need to just go home.

The rest of her, heart, soul, and bodyoh, damn, her bodydemanded, Go home? To that empty, lonely bed...again?

After five years of being alone, shed met somebody who made her not want to be alone. That was what shed been hoping for. Brant hadnt wanted her to live the rest of her life missing him. She didnt want to grow old alone. But nobody had ever reached inside her soul.

Until now.

Second thoughts?

Theyd reached Coles car. And he was staring at her. Looking over at him, she smiled slowly. Not on your life. Toying with the lapel of his coat, she studied him in the dim, silvery light. It was a strange light, one that appeared only on snowy winter nights. Your place? Mine?

Mine. If thats okay. Its only four minutes from here, and Im going to die if I wait much longer than that, he said flatly.

Rocki chuckled, but the laugh ended abruptly as he caught the back of her head and pulled her against him. His tongue pushed between her lips and she gasped, caught off guard. The sheer hunger in his kiss had her shaking, left her head spinningoh, damn. Oh, oh, damn. This was...this. Just this. Shed missed this.

Desperately for more, she moved closer only to have him pull away. Damn it, now. Were leaving now, he growled. He jerked open the door for her and she stared at him, a little bemused, still dazed from that kiss.

Youre making my head spin. Groaning, she slid into the car. She wanted to wilt back into the plush leather, but the bad thing about the corset she worethere was no wilting. She settled for closing her eyes and resting her hands on her thighs to keep from reaching for him. She was afraid if she did that she might end up trying to crawl all over him in the damn carwith her luck, somebody would see them and word would get all over. Shed never live it down.

Even with the snow, Cole made it in good time, although it took longer than four minutes. Close to six, she decided. Six long minutes. The entire six minutes, she was reliving that kiss, the way hed looked at her, the way her skin buzzed when he touched her. Her body was all but vibrating with arousal by the time his car came to a halt.

She opened her eyes, but the soft, golden glow of lights distracted her before she could look over at him. She did a double-take. Ah...you live here?

For the time being.

She stared. He lived at the Centre. It was like...well, hell, the rich lived there. The young rich, generally. Once upon a time, shed daydreamed about having the money to live someplace that nice. But that had been before reality and life had intruded.

She couldnt help but stare as a uniformed doorman came out to open the door for her. Oooo-kay.

As he came around to join her, she slid him a narrow look. Cole Stanton was seriously loaded. Nerves hit her then, hard and fast. His hand came up and touched her back. You okay?

She swallowed. Wondered if she should back out of this.

No

Im fine.





Something had made her nervous. The way her eyes had tightened, gotten darker, the way shed nervously glanced at him and Billy as hed opened the door for her, all of it. Cole suspected he even knew what it wassome women just loved the fact that he had money. Some didnt care. Others…well, it made them uncomfortable. He wasnt going to worry about it now.

Not now, because it didnt matter.

They mattered. Everything else was small stuff as far as he was concerned.

He tossed his keys to Billy without another word. If they lingered too long, she might change her mind again. Damn it, hed died of perpetual horniness if that happened. He didnt think hed been stuck in this state since high school.

It took sixty seconds to get her inside the elevatorthe ride up to his floor would take another sixty. As the door closed behind them, he came up behind her and rested his hands on her shoulders, staring at her in the gold, mirrored reflection along the back wall of the small box lifting them higher and higher. You ever made love in an elevator?

Rocki stared at him for a split second and then she started to laugh. No. Ah...no. Nor do I intend to.

Why not? He slid his hands down a little lower, letting his fingers tease the very edge where her corset stopped, dipping inside. She shivered.

Ah...elevators are public.

He lowered his head and pressed his lips to her shoulder. This one isnt.

She tensed. Youre serious?

Nah. He shrugged. The door opened behind him and he stepped back, waited for her to turn. Shall we?

Oh, yes ...





As the door closed behind her, Rocki told herself, Dont think. Relax. Dont think. Relax…

Except she couldnt stop thinking. She couldnt relax. She hadnt expected this…elegance. Or the obvious wealth that surrounded her. Shed grown up strictly middle class and this was…well, kind of unsettling. But not unsettling enough, because even as uncomfortable as she was, she couldnt stop thinking about Cole.

Couldnt stop thinking about how damn beautiful he was…that rumpled silk hair and those whiskey-gold eyes, about how he made her heart do the damnedest little flutter when he looked at her, his mouth quirking up at the corners.

But then he touched her. Breath lodged in her lungs and thought…stopped. It just stopped.

As he lowered his head, Rocki stared at him. Panic exploded through her. She licked her lips, tried to make herself breathe, at least one breath, before he kissed her so she didnt pass out.

He didnt kiss her mouth, though.

His lips came down on her shoulder, brushed against the skin left bare there, coming up against the strap of her corset where it hooked to the sleeve. The way you smell, he muttered. It drives me nuts.

Turning her face toward him, she breathed him in. Hmm. I could say the same thing about you. She couldnt even define what it was about him...just musky. Male. She could smell whatever shampoo he usedit smelled expensive, she decided, but understated and subtle. Made sense, considering the lay of the land, she mused. The same for the aftershave. She rubbed her cheek against his and shivered a little at the roughness there. Damn it, Rocki loved that five oclock shadow on a man.

A long-fingered hand stroked down her shoulder, toying with the laces that held her sleeves on before moving down. You want a drink? he murmured.

No. Rocki eased back, staring into his eyes. I just want you.

Those golden eyes could flash so hot, she thought. Her belly went tight and her knees werent feeling all that steady, either. Damn it. Licking her lips, she lifted her hands and gripped the front of his shirt. Hoarsely, she repeated, I just want you.

Cole closed his eyes.

His hand curled around the nape of her neck, warm and hard, calloused just enough. You want to drive me insane, I think, he whispered, pressing his brow to hers.

Now why would I wanna do that? She smiled, leaning close enough that their mouths touched.

Because I suspect you enjoy driving people crazy. Cole eased away. Do I pretend interest in showing you around the place or do you care?

I dont. Not in the least. You can do that later. Or on our second date.

The second?

Yes. Rocki grinned at him. I dont sleep with guys on the first date. And this isnt a date, remember, so it doesnt count.

Cole stared at her for a long moment and then started to laugh. I think you might be insane. Then he held out his hand, just like he had earlierand also just like earlier...she accepted.



Not since the night of high school graduation had Cole been this nervous. It had been at Sandy Kempffs beach party that hed lost his virginity, in the pool house after everybody else had left. Hed been eighteen, a bit of a late bloomer compared with some of his friends, but hed still been more geek than anything else.

And Rocki was going to blow that experience with Sandy out of the water, he already knew.

Shit. He shouldnt be this nervous. He knew he shouldnt. Trying not to let it show, he led her to his room, hitting just one panel of lights. They came on in a soft, warm glow. Along the eastern wall, the windows faced out over the city and he watched as she wandered over to it, a smile on her lips.

Beautiful view, she said quietly. I love the city at night. Its so peaceful.

Well, until you hear sirens wailing.

Rocki made a face at him. Pessimist.

Realist, he corrected. He went over to the gas fireplace and hit the switch, watching the flames leap to life. Screaming sirens dont happen too often, but they do shatter the peace.

Rocki laughed. Well, there is that. She turned and sauntered over to him. Well just have to make sure were too preoccupied to notice them tonight.

I can handle that. He had no problem blocking out the wail of a siren. The problem was he wasnt so sure he could handle her. His throat was tight and dry, his hands sweating. And, damn it, he knew he needed to be talking, needed to be saying thingsresponsible things, adult thingsbut all he wanted to do was go to his knees and just stare at her.

No. Not right. He wanted to go to his knees after hed stripped her naked and fucked her. But responsibleDamn it, hed be responsible.

Swallowing, he turned away and moved away from her. Not toward the bed. The fireplace again. Safer. Wasnt close to her, wasnt close to the bed. Safer. Right.

Until he looked into the mirror that had come with the apartment and saw her coming closer. Aw, shit.

Get it over with

Although it was hard to do without grabbing her, he made himself do it anyway. Turning, he looked Rocki square in the eye.

Ive got protection here, he said, forcing the words out before he couldnt speak at all. Also had a blood workup done just a few weeks ago. Needed it for a life insurance policy I was doing for...well, something thats not going to happen now.

She stopped in front of him and touched his cheek. It still makes you sad, she murmured.

He caught her hand. No. Pressing his lips to her palm, he stared at her. It really doesnt. I just dont want to be thinking about anything else now except you. The logical, adult part of me insists I be logical and adult, though.

Rocki smiled at him. Very responsible of you, Cole. I admire that. Im healthy as a horse. She sighed and gazed at herself in the mirror, although he doubted she saw her reflection or much of anything. Theres been nobody since my husband died.

Hed suspected that. Hearing it, though, left him rather floored.

Somehow, it managed to cool the fire in his blood...even as it made him that much more nervous. Reaching up, he cupped her cheek in his hand. You sure you want to do this?

Ive never been more sure of anything in my life. Rocki covered his hand with hers. Her dark eyes stared into his, and a faint smiled curled her lips. That may sound insane...but very often life is. So there you go.

Lifes insane? He stroked his thumb over her lower lip. Does that mean this is, too?

Oh, Im quite certain this is insane. She caught his thumb between her teeth and bit down gently.

Seems rather right to me.

Rocki leaned against him and Cole suspected the ability to think, to talkhell, even breathingmight become difficult here in the next few minutes. Most insane people think they are perfectly sane. She hooked her fingers in his waistband. Come on. Lets go lose our minds together.

It was, without a doubt, one of the most appealing invitations hed ever received.

Without letting himself think about it another second, he caught one of her hands and twined their fingers, leading her to the bed. The black silk she wore glowed against her skin and unable to resist another second, he closed his hands around her waist, stroking up, then down. You know, I still say I could easily develop a fetish for these things. As long as youre the one wearing them.

Rocki chuckled. Well, I tend to wear them more for the store than anything else. But I have to say, I did like seeing the look in your eyes. She caught her lip between her teeth and reached up, catching the dark wealth of her hair in her hands. Slowly, she turned around, baring her back.

Cole groaned as he caught a glimpse of the thin strip of her spine left bare by the laces.

Think you can figure out how to undo it? She let her hair fall over one shoulder, peering back at him over the other.

Ah, maybe we shouldnt do that yet. The second I get you naked, Im going to lose any bit of control Ive got.

Rocki grinned. Good. Then she rolled her shoulders. Come on, Cole. Either you do it, or I will.

Well...since she put it that way. He reached for the laces, taking his time as he studied them. It wasnt a quick process either, he realized. The top and the bottom, all of it had to be loosened. And because he knew he hadnt been exaggerating by much, he drew it out even more, pausing here and there to stroke his fingers along her spine, to brush a stray lock of hair out of the way.

He hadnt quite finished loosening the laces all the way when she took a step away. As she turned to face him, he saw that she was trembling, her face flushed, and her eyes burning hot. Her hands shook as she reached up and tugged at the front of the corset.

It fell away and the air in his lungs all but exploded out of him.

Oh, hell, she was gorgeous. Big, full breasts, her nipples dark and rosy. Her waist dipped in before flaring out into full, round hips, still outlined by the jeans she wore. His hands itched, his mouth all but watered, and his cock was a burning, heavy ache.

Shoving upright, he reached out and hooked a hand in the front of her jeans, hauling her against him. She opened her mouth, but whatever she might have said, the words were muffled as he caught her mouth with his.

She was warmth. She was softness. She was strength.

Rocki twined her arms around his neck and rose up on her toes, meeting him touch for touch, kiss for kiss. Spinning them around, he tore at the button of her jeans, fumbling until he managed to get them open. He should find some finesse, some tendernessa seduction, this should be a seduction, slow and gentle and sweet, he knew it.

Tearing his mouth away, he panted as he stared down at her. Not a date, right?

No. Her breathing was almost as ragged as his, and her eyesthose dark, mysterious eyes so full of heat and hungergleamed as she smiled at him. Not a date.

If this were a date, then Id probably try to make this gentle and slow. Should I worry about that right now?

Rocki laid her hands on his chest. Then she pressed a kiss to his chin. Today is Friday. She closed her eyes, struggling to slow her breathing. Tomorrow is Saturday. We should have our first date then. No sex. I dont do sex on the first date. Sundayyou can pick me up Sunday and well have our second date. You can do gentle and slow and seduce the hell out of me on Sunday. Right now...I just need you.

Her eyes opened and she stared at him. I just need you, she said again.

He was shaking, he thought. Shaking, terrified. This was happening too fast, because he needed her, too. Sunday, then. And Saturday.

But first... now. He nudged her back onto the bed, easing her down until she lay on her back and he could strip her jeans and panties awayand her boots. Damn it, he hadnt even gotten around to getting her damn boots off.

They fell to the floor with a thud and he finished fighting with the tangle of denim and lace, tossing it to the floor. When he straightened over her, his breath caught once more as he stared at her. She had on black stockings that went up just over her knee and stopped. Laying a hand on her calf, he stroked upward until he reached the top band. Rubbing his thumb along it, he shifted his gaze upward and muttered, Youre a damn witch, I think. 

I went a little overboard tonight, Ill admit. Rocki chuckled. She lay a hand on her belly and smiled at him. Youre overdressed, baby.

Not for long. He dealt with his own clothes, had them off in under a minute and then he stretched out next to her, all but ready to whimper in pleasure at the softness and warmth of her body. He covered her hip with his hand, kneading the ripe curve of her ass.

She arched against him, a move that had the weight of her breasts pressing against his chest. Groaning, he shifted on the bed and lifted up, catching one breast in his hand and flicking the nipple with his thumb, watching as it beaded, puckered and swelled. Damn it, youre gorgeous, he rasped. He dipped his head and caught her swollen nipple in his mouth, sucking it with light pressure and watching her from under his lashes. She pressed against the back of his head as he increased the pressure and saw the flush spreading across the swells of her breasts, higher along her throat.

At the same time, he slid his hand down, cupping her between her thighs. Rocki cried out, spreading her legs and rocking against his hand. There was no shyness, no hesitancy. When he pushed a finger inside her slick, hot sex, she was already wet.





Nothing quite replaced the touch of a mans hands.

It was a fact Rocki had come to accept over the years.

But she hadnt exactly been prepared for the way shed react to Coles hands. As he pushed first one finger inside her aching sex, and then a second, she could already feel it building inside herthe driving, burning hunger...the need to come.

Her breath lodged inside her lungs. Pleas were caught inside. If she could have found the oxygen to beg, she would have. Instead, she caught his head and forced his mouth to hers, trying to tell him that way.

And he heard.

With a rough kiss, a twist of his wrist, and the flick of his thumb over her clitoris, he sent her flyingand although she still couldnt breathe, she didnt care.

The bliss of it exploded through her...wave after endless wave, and that was all that mattered. Until he started touching her, and it started all over again.

Dimly, she heard something tearthe condom wrapper. Felt his weight on her. Opening her eyes, she smiled up at him and curled her arms around his neck.

Then he was kissing her again...and she loved every second of it as he spread her thighs wide, loved every second of it as she felt the broad head of his cock nudging against the mouth of her pussy, loved it as he started to push inside.

So fucking tight, he muttered against her mouth. Damn it, Rocki, youre killing me...

She shuddered as he pushed deeper, deeper. Then he withdrew and she gasped for air. As he surged forward again, the air dwindled out of her lungs. Although the pleasure was still there, there was a whisper of pain as well. She gripped his arms, her nails biting into his skin. It had been a long timea very long time

He pulled out. She opened her mouth, trying to think, to get her brain and mouth to cooperate. But before she could manage that, he drove in. A harsh, high scream escaped her as he buried himself completely inside her. The pain and pleasure mingled, becoming one. In stunned shock, she stared up at him.



The sound of her scream managed to penetrate the fog of lust, the burn of need. Shaking his head to clear it, Cole braced his arms by her head and stared at Rocki.

Tears glittered in her eyes.

Fuck

Oh, fuck. Hed hurt her.

Rocki...

She gripped his arms. I... She licked her lips. Just give me a minute, she whispered hoarsely. Its been a long time. Give me...

Fuck. He knew it had been a whileand hed slammed into her like a fucking freight train. Im sorry. Ill stop...Ill...

No. She brought up her legs, using her knees to squeeze his hips. Youre not stopping. Just give me a minute.

Rocki...

Her lips curved in a smile as she curled one hand around his neck, tugging him close. A minute doesnt mean stop, baby. Kissing him softly, she rocked against him and whispered, And youre not listening to me. I dont want you stopping. I want you moving. Move already.

Guilt was choking him. Hed hurt her. Fuck, hed never hurt a woman in his life, and hed hurt her. With a hand that shook, he brushed her hair back from her face. Im sorry.

Rocki closed her fingers around his wrist, staring at him. Youll be even sorrier if you dont move already...Im dying here. She wiggled under him and thenoh, shit, she tightened her inner muscles, milking him.

Sweat trickled down his spine and he shuddered. Sagging against her, he pressed his lips to hers. I dont want to hurt you.

You wont.

Hell, he hoped not. Lifting his head just a fraction, he stared into her eyes, watching her face as he pulled out. That taunting, teasing smile of hers faded, replaced by a moan when he surged back against her, slower this time. Gentle. And all the while, he watched her.

He could do it forever, he suspected. Forever might not even be long enough. He didnt even care how insane it sounded, because this woman made him feel complete.

Like a slick, wet, glove, her sex wrapped around him. Like shed been created from his midnight fantasy, she responded to his every touch, his every move. And when he felt it rising inside her, that building, burgeoning tension, he lifted up onto his elbows, determined to watch her, determined to see her face as she came.





It was still dark when Rocki woke.

Her body achedevery damn inch. It had her smiling, even as she stretched and winced. Slipping out of the bed, she all but ran to the bathroom. There was nothing worse than having to pee at the crack of dawn. Getting out of a nice, warm bed to freeze your butt and everything else off?

Although she didnt mind so much waking up a little early. Maybe even a lot early.

After shed washed her hands, she splashed water on her face, and since she hadnt exactly planned on spending the night, she used her finger to brush her teeth the best she could. It wasnt ideal, but then again, neither was morning breath. If shed had any inkling this would happen, she would have tossed some of those little on-the-go toothbrush thingies in her purse.

That done, she turned off the light before she opened the door. If at all possible, Rocki wanted him asleep when she joined him in the bed. There was nothing like waking a man up in a particular way.

The bed was warm, the sheets smelling of them both. It was a scent she decided she liked. A lot. As she snuggled in closer, a grin curved her lips when his arm came around her, an automatic gesture that had her heart melting. She peered at him in the darkness, straining to see his face. His eyes were closed, breathing still soft and easy.

Catching her lip between her teeth, she eased down under the blankets.





Dreaming

Cole thought, for the briefest second, maybe he was dreaming. He had one hand buried in soft, thick hair, hair long enough to wrap around his wrist...and hed done that, too, using his grip to guide her head.

Thought for a second he was dreaming, and damned if he wanted to wake up.

But then that wet, hot mouth that had been wrapped around his aching dick let go. The blankets shifted and through the dim light, he watched as Rocki lifted up onto all fours, the light from the street painting her body with silvery strokes.

Hey. She smiled at him, then went to lower her head back down.

He groaned at the sight of her mouth wrapping around him. In an act of self-preservation, he tore his gaze away, but what he found himself staring at wasnt any safer. The mirror. The fucking mirror over his dresser. He could see the graceful line of her back, her ripe ass in the mirror...and just a bit lower, the darker, shadowy cleft of her pussy. His dick jerked demandingly. Swearing, he reached out blindly with his free hand and grabbed at one of the few rubbers left.

The other hand was still fisted in her hair, and without thinking, he tugged her up. Her breath caught. Slowly, she lifted and settled back on her heels, staring at him. Her breathing hitched.

Awareness kicked in and he tugged her hair harder, using it to arch her head back, baring her neck. She whimpered. The sound of it was blissfully, beautifully erotic. He wanted to explore moresomething they hadnt done nearly enough of.

But need was a scream inside him.

Tearing the rubber open, he unrolled it and then he moved, coming up behind Rocki. He nudged her around, staring at her shadowed reflection. Her mouth was open, shaky erratic breaths falling from her lips. With a slow, careful touch, he rested one hand on her shoulder, stroking it downward.

Her eyes rested on his hand.

Then he placed his other hand on her hip.

Rocki fell back against him. When he pushed two fingers inside her pussy, she whimpered. I like watching myself touch you, he muttered, staring at their reflections. Youre so damned gorgeous.

Rocki panted, rocking her hips against his hand.

How do you like being touched?

She groaned. I dont think you need my help. She moved harder, faster against his touch, riding it.

Wetshe was wet, wild...amazing.

Still staring at her, he tested the weight of her breast with his other hand. Warm, full and softso damn soft. He squeezed her nipple. What about here? He bent his neck, raking his teeth over her shoulder. You want to be touched here? How?

Cole... she whimpered his name.

Tell me. Show me.

She covered his hand with hers. Smaller fingers guided his, and they both watched as she had him squeezing tighter, just a little tighter. And she continued to ride his other hand.

When he felt her tighten around his fingers, though, he pulled away.

Rocki cried out, grasping at his wrist.

He evaded her, lifting his fingers to his mouth, licking them clean. Then he tangled his hand in her hair and tugged her head back, kissing her. It was rougher, rougher than before, but from under his lashes, he watched her. She shuddered and arched back against him, pressing her ass against his cock.

The top of his head almost came off.

Tearing his mouth away, he rasped, On your hands and knees, Rocki. I want to watch this.

Damn it, you want to kill me. She shuddered and then eased forward, bracing her weight on her hands, spreading her knees for him. Then she lifted her head, watching him through the mirror.

Cole stared at the round curve of her ass, up over the line of her back, then into the mirror, meeting her eyes. As he gripped her hips in his hands, he watched her. As he pressed the head of his cock against her entrance, he watched.

Are you sore? he asked.

Her lashes dipped low. Just a little. I dont care.

He eased backward, pushing his fingers inside. She was slick. Slick and wet, tight, gripping him as he tested her. I dont want to hurt you.

I want you to fuck me...I dont care if it hurts a little or not. Rocki gave him a wicked smile, one that would have turned his blood to lava if she hadnt already done that.

Bad girl, he whispered. Damn it, why didnt I ever see the appeal of that before now?

Hmm. Maybe because you hadnt met me?

He didnt waste the breath to answer. Staring down, he wrapped his hand around his cock and pressed against her, watching in the dim light as the swollen folds of her sex yielded to him. Hot, slick...so soft it was killing him. He was shuddering by the time hed buried himself to the hilt, shaking and sweating when he pulled out for the first time. And already almost to boiling point in under thirty seconds.

But he held off, spreading his hands wide over her hips and holding her steady when she tried to drive the rhythm.

When she pressed back against him harder, faster, he tangled his hand in her hair and forced her upright, pulling her body against him. She gasped and stared at their reflections, her eyes dark, her mouth parted. It was the most erotic sight

Look at how beautiful you are, he rasped, stroking a hand down her middle and teasing her clit with his finger as he rocked against her in a slow, teasing circle. Stop trying to rush this.

She tightened around him, grasping at his wrist, a startled cry falling from her lips. Cole, pleasedamn it, please! She arched her back and those full, beautiful breasts lifted, her nipples swollen and tight. At the same time, she twisted her hips a little, still impaled on his cock.

Swearing, he shifted, pushing her to her knees and then farther, until she was spread out beneath him. He surged against her, hard, fast, driving his dick into her soft, wet pussy and shaking as she cried out his name and started to come.

It was, Cole knew, the sweetest damn thing hed ever experienced. What he didnt know was how hed gone this long without itor how hed ever manage to survive without this...without her.





Rocki woke to the smell of coffee.

Popping one eye open, she stared at the simple white mug sitting on the bedside table. Then she opened the other eye and saw Cole leaning against the bed, cradling his own coffee.

Is that cup mine? she asked blearily.

Yes. If you want it.

I want. Awkwardly fighting with the sheets, she sat up and reached for it, cupping both hands around it and all but whimpering at the smell. Caffeine. Gimme. I want.

Cole laughed.

As she took the first sip, he stroked a hand down her back, combing it through her tangled hair. She was afraid to even look at it just then, afraid to look at herself. He, of course, looked perfect.

A fellow caffeine junkie. He grinned at her after shed polished off most of the first cup.

Nothing beats caffeine as a wake-me-up. Except maybe sex. She slid him a smile as she said it.

Nah. Sex always beats caffeine. The hand on her back stroked lower, curved around her hip.

Her heart skipped a beat as he sat his cup down and went to his knees. Speaking of which...

She needed to wash her face, damn it. She needed to pee. She should probably brush her teeth again. And she was a little sore

But all he did was rest his head on her thigh and rub his thumb in slow circles over her knee. How are you feeling?

Um...Im fine. If you dont mind me getting a little choked up here, she thought. Swallowing around the knot in her throat, she lifted a hand and let herself play with his golden hair. Stop worrying so much. Ive had sex before, you know. It just hasnt been recently.

Hmm. He pressed his lips against her leg. I just want to make sure. Because I damn sure plan on keeping that first date. And the second.

Youre really fixated on that second date, huh? She managed to get a real smile in place by the time he lifted his head, managed not to look so wishy-washy and sentimentalnot even a date, yet, hello.

But her heart wasnt much listening to reason, and it didnt help when he stood up and braced a knee next to her on the bed, cupping her face in his hand. Is it going to scare you away if I tell you Im already fixating on the fifth date? The tenth?

Ahhh... She stared at him, blinking. Fifth...tenth?

He stroked his thumb over her lip. Is that a yes? Do I need to slow it down?

I dont know. She leaned away long enough to set her coffee down, then she wrapped her arms around his waist, snuggling her head against him. Part of me is thinking Im already rushing it. The other part of me feels like...hell. I feel like Ive been missing this for a long time.

They stood that way for a long, long while, his hand stroking her hand, her face pressed to his belly. Then she sighed. Maybe were rushing it a little. We can rush it for as long as it feels right. If we need to pull back, then I guess well know.








Chapter Eight





No news, I take it?

Five days had passed with no new incidents...and no answers.

Clayton stood with Rocki in her shop, looking terribly uncomfortable and terribly out of place, especially with his sister standing a few feet away and holding up a new, modified corset that Rocki was putting out for the spring line.

With his face a brilliant shade of red, he deliberately turned his back on Lacey and said, No. No news. There werent any prints on the box that we can link to Dwayne. Nobody reports seeing anybody fitting his description in the area. For the past five years, hes lived in Seivervillequite a ways from here.

A ways, but still drivable, she thought. Shed rather just know one way or the other if it had been her ex whod left the destroyed flowers, whod sent the pictures.

You havent gotten any new deliveries? No new cards?

No, Clayton. She sighed and pushed her hair back.

He stared at her, a familiar look on his square face. Seconds ticked by and he didnt blink.

Damn it, you moron. Irritated by the staring contest, Rocki shoved off the counter. I said Id tell you if anything happened and I meant it. There havent been any cards, any deliveries, not anything.

He sighed and pushed a hand through his hair. Sorry. Its just... His voice trailed off.

But the look in his eyes said everything. Rocki turned away, pressed a hand to her belly. Clayton, Im not ignoring this. I know how serious it is.

Do you?

She looked back over her shoulder, trying to ignore the ache in her chest at the look in his eyes. But she couldnt ignore the fear that lived inside her, couldnt ignore the nerves or the anxiety. Yes. I do.

But

Lacey came up to stand between them, and Rocki could see the indecision on her face. She wanted to side with both of themher brother and his fear for Rocki, and Rocki, as well, because Rocki damn well knew Lacey likely wouldnt have handled things much differently.

Lacey laid a hand on Claytons arm and said, Ease up, bub. Shes being careful, okay?

Careful isnt always enough. Clayton shook his head. Rocki

No. She held up a hand, cutting him off. I dont want to hear this. You think I dont realize how badly I screwed up back then? I do, I get it. I screwed up then when I didnt report him. It wont happen again.

You sure about that?

Damn it, Clayton, Lacey snapped. Enough.

No. Rocki shook her head, barely sparing Lacey a look. This is between us now, Lacey. I appreciate the concern, but I can handle it. Setting her jaw, she focused on Clayton, barely resisting the urge to throw something. At his headthat thick, rock-hard skull. You think I dont realize how serious this is.

Im pretty damn certain you dont.

And Im pretty damn certain I do. Crossing her arms over her chest, she stared at him.

Then why didnt you call when things first started getting weird?

Rocki shoved both hands into her hair and tugged, a strangled scream escaping her. Damn it, Clayton, youre being an asshole, you know that? I got some fucking cards. Unsigned, with pictures of me. That was it. There was nothing written on them, nothing said. If Id done anything then, a report would have been filed...and if it had been a cop who didnt know me taking the report? I would have been brushed off and you damn well know it. As soon as I had something sort of concrete, I called.

Pinching the bridge of his nose, Clayton mumbled under his breath.

What?

Lowering his hand, he glared at her. Part of me is pissed off knowing that you may be right.

I know I am.

The other part is thinking that youre a cops wife... He paused, cleared his throat. You were a cops wife. You know what to say, when to say, how to say it to make them take you seriously, Rock. And damn it, you could have just found out when I was on shift. You know Im always there when you need me.

I do know that. And when I did need help, you were the one I called, she said, her voice gentle. Sighing, she made herself think past the anger, the fear, the nerves. This was Clayton, her friend for so many years. Shed known him for as long as shed known Lacey. Hed always been there for her. She knew he worried. Clay, try to understand...I was doing what I thought was righttrying to be careful without jumping to conclusions.

He looked down, staring at the battered little leather notebook he carried in his jacket pocket. But she suspected he wasnt paying any attention to the notes hed made. His shoulders rose and fell on a sigh and then he looked up, his gaze locking with hers. I know that, Rock. I just worry. I dont want to see you hurt.

I dont want to see me hurt, either. She forced herself to smile. Hurt, bad. I get that.

He skimmed a hand back through his hair. Lady, I hope you do. Okay, then. So youll call if you need me, right? No matter how small a thing it seems?

Absolutely. And she meant it. She was not going to be a victim again. It wasnt going to happen.

Alright. I dont like this, not any of it. But alright. He blew out a breath. A forced smile came and went on his face. So. You still seeing that lawyer or did you at least wise up on that level?

Until then, Lacey had kept quiet, but now she groaned and said, Damn it, Clayton, leave her love life out of it. She made a face at Rocki. I think hes still hung up on you and having issues. Just ignore him.

Rocki tensed, the idea making her ridiculously uncomfortable. From the corner of her eye, she saw a red flush creeping up Claytons neck, across his face. His voice was easy enough as he said, Oh, Ive got all sorts of issues. My kid sisters best friend is dating a lawyerthat would give anybody a complex.

Yeah, Im still seeing the lawyer. Absently, she toyed with her hair. Shed woven it into two long braids today. Unaware of the smile on her face, she stared out the window. Were going out tomorrow night.

Third date. She could definitely have sex with him on their third date, she thought. His place? Hers? She didnt know, didnt care.

Man. I gotta get out of here, Clayton said, his voice brusque. I cant stand to see you standing there with that smile on your face...over a lawyer.

As he left, Lacey shot Rocki a look, and they both started to laugh.





Id like to see you tonight.

Gripping the phone in one hand, Rocki pressed her other hand to her belly. Slow it down …just a little. But out loud, she simply replied, Tomorrow will be here before you know it. What happened to whatever thing you had going on tonight?

Fell apart. Cole sighed. I was supposed to be out of town, work stuff. Didnt happen.

Ahhh. She finished shutting down the computer and then stood up, began making a circuit around the shop. It had been a slow day. Usually things got slower after Valentines Day, then picked back up again sometime in March when people starting getting a lot more serious about weddings and stuff. She was used to it mostly, but slow days were still tedious.

Ahhh...what does that mean, exactly?

Just that. She smiled as she paused by a table and straightened up the display there. Rocki was honest enough with herself to admit that she was tempted to tell Cole he could come over, but she was still a little leery. Two dates. And one wild night of sex.

And she was restless. Edgy. Plus, irritated as hell, still, from the discussion with Clayton earlier. Not exactly ideal company, really. And damn it, if he wanted to see her, couldnt he just ask?

Well, he sort of did, a calm, rational voice pointed out. Rocki brushed it off. That hadnt been asking. Hed just been mentioning it. He hadnt asked.

So, tomorrow, right? Six? She needed to get off the phone now before she started clueing him in on her psycho mood swings.

Six. He hesitated, almost like he wanted to say something else. But then he sighed. You have a good night, Rocki. Think about me.

Hmmm. I do that all too often, handsome. Then she lowered the phone and disconnected, staring off into nothing.





If shed wanted you to come over, she would have asked, he thought.

Cole figured he needed to turn around. Go back home. Spend the night alone.

But he didnt.

He made a couple of stops. The liquor store for a bottle of wine. A small boutique that was open later than some, selling chocolate and flowers. She hadnt had much of a Valentines Day, right? He could make up for that. And see her.

He just wanted to see her. No. Needed to.

And even if it was just for a few minutes, it was better than nothing.



Rocki finished up in the store twenty-five minutes later. Brooding and wishing shed maybe asked Cole to meet her, she locked up and started toward her car.

It was cold, the bite of winter still heavy in the air, despite the fact that it was almost near the end of February. The corset she wore managed to keep her warmer than one would think, and the camisole she wore under it rose high enough to keep her chest from being too cold. Shed always been terribly lazy with coats. She had one on now, but as always, she hadnt bothered to button it and she was cold.

As she hurried toward her car, the low, thick heels of her motorcycle boots thudding heavily on the ground, she muttered, Spring. I want spring.

Warm sun.

Longer days.

Fewer shadows

Suddenly, one of the shadows shifted.

Rocki jerked her head up as a man emerged from them. Her breath caught in her chest, lodged there.

In the past ten years, Dwayne Carpenters solid body hadnt softened much. Hed played football in college and a lot of that bulk was still there. He looked…older, though. Older. Meaner. As he lifted a hand to stroke his jaw, she suppressed a shiver, remembering just how much pain those big hands had been capable of causing.

He had very cold, very cruel eyesshe hadnt seen that back all those years ago. At least not right away. But it was unmistakable now. She went still, staring at him. With one hand in her pocket, she gripped her phone and wondered if she could call 9-1-1 without him noticing.

Hello, Roxanne. That voicefuck. Lower than it used to be, raspier. Harsher. That voice was distinctive, and she knew shed heard it before…and recently. The night of the auction. Son of a bitch. It had been him there that night, the other one bidding on her.

Dwayne.

He took a step toward her. Her first instinct was to step back, but she didnt. She held her ground, watching him, as he closed the distance even more. You look as beautiful as ever.

She didnt respond. What was the point?

Nothing to say?

And why should I say anything? Rocki lifted a brow. You want me to say thanks to the man who tried to rape me eleven years ago?

Somebody ugly and cold flashed through his eyes. But he smiled. Perhaps you should be saying thank you to the man who never stopped loving you. Never stopped thinking about you. I saw you at the auctionyou looked lovely, but you shouldnt parade around like that. Its…not acceptable.

Acceptable? She curled her lip at him.

He was closer now and he lifted a hand. But before he could touch her, Rocki used her left arm to block him, putting enough force behind it that it sent a jolt clear up her arm. Dont touch me, she warned.

Bitch. A snarl twisted his face. Dont you fucking know what I do when you piss me off? And your cops not around anymore...yeah, I heard about that. He cant protect you now.

Rocki smiled. I dont need a man protecting me, Dwayne. She shifted, set her feet, absently saying a prayer of gratitude that shed put on a different kind of shoes today. Normally, she would have worn something with high heels. But today, shed pulled on a pair of Harley Davidson bootsflat and heavy with solid, sturdy soles. She could move just fine, without worrying about breaking an ankle.

Hate and possessiveness burned in Dwaynes eyes. Dont you? You hid behind him for years. Fucking cunt. Cant do it now, thoughI finally heard he got what was coming to him, that fucker. Rotting in his grave and you cant hide behind him.

I didnt hide behind him. I married him. Slipping a hand into her coat pocket, she said, You need to leave now. Just get the hell away and stay away. Ive already called the cops about the cards and the flowers. The investigating officer is already looking for you.

Is he? Dwayne laughed. Thats funny, because Im not here tonightI got a friend who will swear I was working on a car with him.

Then he lunged for her.

Rocki shifted her weight and kicked. The fucking corset threw her balance off, but she managed, driving the sidekick straight into his gut. As he stumbled backward, she settled back onto her feet. Im not the helpless girl you remember, jackass.

Cutting a wide berth around him, she started toward her car. She was going to get inside, lock the fucking door, and get away from here. Once she did that, shed call the cops.





Wine. Chocolate. Flowers. All accounted for. Cole was going to swing by the shop first, make sure she wasnt there. Part of him kind of hoped she was, and part of himthe very perverted, very male part of himwas wondering if he could talk her into modeling a few pieces she had in her store...for him. It was a fantasy hed been living with all damn week.

Although he realized that might be sort of rushing things.

He couldnt stop thinking about her, though.

All the timeshe was in his head, all the time. Could you fall in love that fast? Was it healthy to even think he could have fallen in love that fast? He was just a couple of weeks out of a break-up, and although it hadnt been a bad one on his part, he realized he should maybe take things slower with Rocki.

Be patient.

Make sure he wasnt just reacting to Rocki because of some latent issues with Mara

His phone rang.

And the ringtone had him swearing.

Speak of the devil...or the Wicked Witch of High Street.

He almost ignored it. But he figured he might as well see what she wanted so he wasnt ignoring phone calls every ten minutes for the rest of the night. Parking in front of Rockis store, he answered the phone.





Dwayne was still damn fast, a fact that Rocki figured out only seconds before she would have been in her car. She saw him coming and darted away, refusing to be caught between him and any object, even if it was her car.

You need to leave me alone, she warned him, her voice shaking. He needed to leave her alone, and he needed to do it now because damn it, that look in his eyes was terrifying.

Damned terrifying.

Do I? He sneered and made another grab for her. This time, thick, strong fingers caught the sleeve of her coat.

With a desperate jerk, she tore away from him, stumbling a little before she caught her balance. Stop it, Dwayne. You think youre not going to get caught, you fucking idiot? Youll be the first person they look at.

He only laughed. This time, when he came after her, he moved too fast. She hit himsomething in her hand snappedshe felt it, the hot, vicious pain so bright and hot. Blood fountained from his nose and spilled all over her as he took her down.

The air exploded out of her lungs and seconds later, she was struggling to breathe at all as he shoved his forearm against her throat, using his other hand to tear at the busk of her corset. Bitch. My fucking bitch and you wont forget it this time.

Black dots swirled in front of her. Pain, ugly and clawing, tore through her. Couldnt black outcouldnt. Her right hand was useless. But shed be damned if she would let this happen to her again. A sweet gust of air rushed into her lungs as he lifted his weight just a little, still struggling to loosen the corset

The absurd, foolishness of those actions might have made her laugh hysterically if she could have spared the breath. There was no way hed get her out of it that easily. But between his weight crushing her, and the corset itself, she couldnt laugh at the futility of ithe might as well have been trying to tie his shoes using his teeth.

It cleared her brain just a bit, though. Enough for her to flex her left hand, still laying curled and free on the ground beside her. He thought she wouldnt fight. Bastard. Brushing her hand along the ground, she searched for somethinganything. When her hand touched something round, cold and smooth, she gripped it. A bottleall the bottles that littered the back parking lot. They usually pissed her off.

Just then, she could have kissed the litterbug.

Curling her hand around it, she lifted it. Dwayne...








Chapter Nine





The sound of a scream froze his blood.

Forgetting about Maras whining demand for answers, forgetting about everything, Cole took off running up the narrow alley that ran between Rockis store and the building next door. As he ran, he called 9-1-1.

He tore into the back parking lot just in time to see her bringing something down on a mans head.

She was pinned beneath himpale, struggling.

Cole exploded.

With a roar, he dove for the other man, taking him down.

The next few seconds passed in a blur, yet some parts were insanely clear. He could remember shoving the bastard to the pavement, could remember driving his fist into his face, once. Twice.

Then he remembered, clear as day, a hand on his arm.

Rocki.

Then there were sirens.



Youre wasting youre fucking time, Dwayne said, his voice thick and nasally, distorted by his broken nose and a swollen lip.

Between the head injury Rocki had dealt him with the broken bottle and the damage Cole had done, the man was not in good shape. But he was still belligerent and full of attitude as he fought against the cop who was slapping him into cuffs.

Stupid bitch wont do a damn thing, he said, smirking at her. Not a damn thing.

Rocki stared at him. Thats where youre wrong.

She was pale, shaking from the strain and cradling her right hand. But she wouldnt go to the hospital. Not yet. Not until she saw that fuck into the police car. Not until she saw them take him away.

And not until she told him. Not until she let him know. He wouldnt control any part of her life. Not through her memories, not through fear.

Although her legs shook under her with every step, she wasnt going to hide meekly behind the cops. Even as they tried to pull her back, she evaded them. Clayton tried to block her way and she stopped, looking up at him. Relax...Im not going to try and kill him or anything. Shifting her gaze, she stared around her friend to look at Dwayne. I want him to suffer more than that.

Cautiously, Clayton lowered his arm.

Rocki didnt try to get any closer. You think I wont press charges this time, she said quietly. Because I didnt last time. But thats where youre wrong. Ill press charges...and if I can see your ass in jail, Ill pat myself on the back for it.

He snarled. You fucking bitch.

She smiled.

Ill fucking gut you One of the cops stepped between them then and started muscling him into the ambulance waiting to take him in for treatment... before he was hauled to the police station. Should have already done it!

Rocki ignored him, focusing on the silent, somber-eyed man who waited by yet another ambulance. This one was hers, she suspected. She needed to get her hand looked at. And she was feeling more than a little...disconnected. Shock, maybe?

She didnt know. Didnt care. The only thing that mattered just then was getting to Cole and wrapping her arms around his waist. Pain shrieked through her as she hit her busted hand, though, chasing some of the fog away. Whimpering, she shifted around, resting her side against Coles front.

As one of the paramedics approached, she shot him a narrow look. My white knight...

He didnt say anything, just curled an arm around her shoulders, his face pressed to her hair.

He was shaking. Shaking almost as badly as she was.

Damn it, Rocki...

She closed her eyes at the broken, hoarse sound of his voice. Im okay. Then she flinched as the medic twisted her arm upward. Okay, Im hurt...but Im okay.

His mouth pressed to her temple. I dont think I want to let you out of my sight. Not for a year, at least. We could go to the beach. Stay there for a year. I can make sure youre safe. You can heal. Wed both be happy.

Hmmm. Dont tempt me.

Before you go taking off to the beach, you need to hit the hospital, the paramedic said. He had a sympathetic look on his face as he gently wrapped her wrist. You need x-rays.

Her belly cramped and fear shot through her. X-rays. Those werent bad. Right? She could do that. Something had to be broken. She needed to get it set, she knew that. Even though the medicine the paramedic had given had taken the edge off the pain, it still hurt pretty bad. She could handle going to the hospital, getting x-rays and letting them set it. No reason to feel terrified.

But she could already feel that terror creeping through her.

Focusing on the paramedic, she tried not to let the panic show. Yeah, I figured as much. The inside of her cheek was all but bloody from how many times shed bitten it to keep from crying out. Her fingers were fat and swollen, discolored. Damn, I did a number on them, didnt I?

You did. A smile twitched on the paramedics lips as he glanced at her. The man may have a head like a rock, but maybe hell think twice before he messes with you again. I suspect you broke his nose.

Not enough, Cole muttered behind her. He pressed his lips to her neck and sighed. Its not enough.

The paramedics gaze met hisa look passed between them. No, a broken nose wasnt enough, not nearly.





What? No...oh, no... Rocki came up off the table, shrugging away Coles hands, ignoring the look on the doctors face, ignoring just about everything except for one thing.

The door. The door was all that mattered. Because she had to get out of here. Hed just said surgery. Shed been prepared for x-rays and maybe one shot while they set the bones. Not surgery.

Calm down, Rocki... Cole caught her around the waist, one gentle hand stroking her hair back. Through the thin cotton of the T-shirt hed rummaged up from somewhereshe wasnt putting on those stupid gownsshe could feel the warmth of his back. And if she hadnt been so terrified, she might have relaxed against him, just let him hold her for a while. But the doctor had said surgery.

Calm down? She shook her head. No. I wont calm down, damn it!

Ms. Monroe, listen, if we dont do the surgery, your hand isnt going to heal right. Its not just a simple break and the bones in the hand are delicate.

In the calm, logical part of her brain that could still think past the pain, past the terror, she knew he was making sense. And damn it, she needed her hands. But, surgery. Rocki didnt have too many crippling fears, but surgery was probably one of them. Alright, not probably. It was one of them.

Feeling like a foolish child, she turned around and pressed her face against Coles chest. I cant do this, she whispered.

Shhh. Its okay.



As she curled against him, Cole thought his heart was going to break. Shed been clinging to control by her fingertips all night, made it through the questioning from Clayton, tolerated the exam, although hed suspected she had a fear of doctors even then.

Glancing up at the doctor, he asked, Can you give us a minute?

He slipped out of the room without another word, and as the door shut behind him, Cole cupped his hand over the back of Rockis neck. Youre afraid of doctors, huh?

Not doctors. Her voice was muffled. She shuddered against him, but he heard her well enough as she whispered, Surgery. Needles. Those things. Doctors are just fine as long as they dont use needles. And they cant do surgery without needles.

He rubbed her back. Hed followed the ambulance in his own car and hed snagged his gym bag, figuring she might want to get out of the blood-stained clothes shed worn. The pretty, pale pink vest-like corset shed had on over a long-sleeved peasant blouse was ruined. Now she was wearing his faded Star Wars tee over a pair of scrub pants and she was trembling. Sweetheart, you cant let your hand stay broken, and if you dont let them fix it, youll probably lose some use of that hand.

Rocki sniffed.

You dont want that, right?

Im debating, she mumbled.

At the sulking, pouting sound of her voice, he couldnt help but laugh. Rocki...you need your hands, right?

I guess. She sighed and lifted her head, staring at him. Those bitter-chocolate eyes were a little too bright and her face was flushed pink. The pulse at the base of her neck was racing. You probably think Im some sort of basket case.

No. He stroked a hand through her hair and tugged her close, resting his brow against hers. I think youve had one hell of a bad night and now you have to do the one thing you hate. Who wouldnt be pissed?

Pissed. Terrified...yeah, pissed sounds better. She sighed and rested her head against his shoulder. Today really kind of sucked, you know that?

Yeah. He closed his eyes. Although I can think of one really good thing.

Whats that?

Youre here. He squeezed his eyes shut, wishing he could get that image out of his head, wishing he could do something to wipe away the sound of her scream. Damn it, Rocki.

Hey... She eased away, peering up at him. Im fine. Well. Mostly. She gave her hand a look of acute dislike and then looked back at him. Im fine. But now that you mention it...I can think of a good thing, too. You were there. And youre here now. So thats two good things.

There was a knock at the door.

Its probably the doctor. Good thing, because he needed a minute to get his balance again, to calm down before he broke. He kept thinking about how easily he could have lost her. And hed just found her .

Rocki went white. Then she closed her eyes. Come in. Without turning to look at the doctor, she blurted out, Im about to have a panic attack, even thinking about surgery...can you do something about that? Please?





Hours later, gritty-eyed with fatigue, Cole sat in the chair next to Rocki, watching as she slowly came out of the drugged haze. He had to admit, he hadnt exactly expected this sort of thing to happenhere he was sitting with a woman hed dated exactly twice. Shed need somebody with her for twenty-four hours after surgery, and he had every intention of it being him...although he hadnt been sure how to approach that.

Shed solved the dilemma by giving him a sidelong look while he was filling out the paperwork for her. Is it going to be, like, really awkward if I ask you to just put yourself down as the contact for now? Youre here, and I dont think you plan on going anywhere...

Shed been right.

Shed come through the surgery fine, and the doctor had given Cole the standard spiel...with a mistake Cole hadnt bothered to correct. Your wife will need to follow up with us in a couple of weeks. The nurse will go over all of that when she wakes up, but make sure she calls us if theres any trouble.

Shes not my wife. Cole could have corrected him easily enough. But he hadnt seen the point. She wasnt his wife, but she already meant something. He suspected she could come to mean everything...and he was just fine with that.





Okay...any questions, Ms. Monroe?

Rocki smiled tiredly. No. She just wanted to go home, to her bed, and sleep. For a week.

Well, then. If you can just bring the car up... The nurse looked at Cole, her brows arched.

Sure thing. He bent over and pressed his lips to Rockis head. As he slipped out of the room, she closed her eyes and rested her head on the back of the chair. Sleep was calling her name once more, but she wasnt going to sleep any more, not until she was at home. In her bed.

Out in the hall, there was a harsh, loud bang. Startled, she jumped. Her right hand smacked against the bedside table. Pain streaked through her. Oh, shit, she whispered.

Oh, dear... The nurse rushed over to her side. Are you okay?

Rocki nodded, swallowing the tears. Sorry. Im just a little jumpy.

From the corner of her eye, she saw the look on the nurses face. Knowledge. I understand. Would you...well, you might want to consider speaking with somebody about what happened. After youve rested a bit, of course.

Rocki grimaced. Shed done that bit before. Although this time, she hadnt cowered. Hadnt hidden. Staring at her broken hand, she said, Yes. After Ive rested.

She didnt know if shed do it or not. It was a problem that would have to wait until another day. She wasnt dealing with anything more complicated today than how to tell Cole where she lived...without drooling. That was problematic enough.





So pale and exhausted. The look on her face only made him that much more furious. Cole had used the few minutes it had taken to drive his car up to call Clayton, although there was little he could be told yet. Except she had broken Dwayne Carpenters nose and given him a concussion when she drove that bottle into his head.

Not enough, though...still not enough.

He stroked a hand down her hair as he opened the door for her. The nurse smiled at him. Shes going to want to sleep a lot today...thats probably not a bad thing. Make sure she takes the pain medicine.

I will. He nodded as he held a hand out for Rocki, letting her steady herself as she stood up. She swayed a little and he waited as she rested her head on his shoulder. You okay?

Yeah. Stupid drugs make me loopy. She eased away and slid into the car, pausing there and heaving out a breath.

I think youre entitled to a little loopiness, baby. He caught her uninjured left hand in his and glanced at the nurse. Were good here.

She smiled at him and turned away, pushing the wheelchair toward the hospital. He focused once more on Rocki, waiting for her to swing her legs into the car.

Cole.

He tensed at the sound of that voice. Shit. Hed been ignoring the phone calls all night. Turning around, he met Maras icy blue eyes. Hello, Mara.

She shifted her eyes to look past him. When Rocki went to tug her hand away, though, he squeezed her fingers gently. And wouldnt let go.

So you are here. I had a call from a friend who said she saw you. Mara stared at him, something hard and cold lurking in the depths of her gaze. Why are you here?

Right now, Im getting ready to take Rocki home. He glanced down at Rocki and smiled. I need to close the door, sweetheart.

Sweetheart? Mara gaped at him. Sweetheart?

Cole didnt look at her, just waited for Rocki to ease her legs into the car. You good?

I was better about ninety seconds ago. She groaned and rested her head against the back of the seat.

Me, too. He shut the door and looked back at Mara. Goodbye, Mara.

She caught up with him before hed rounded the front of his car, her nails digging into his arm. He really, really hated it when she did that. Hed thrown his coat into the back seat when hed brought the car up and other than his sweater, nothing separated his skin from those acrylics she loved she much. Stopping in his tracks, he looked down at her hand and then looked back up at her. Im getting tired of telling you that I dont care to have you digging your claws into me, Mara. Let go. Now.

Why are you here with her? Mara snarled, and she just squeezed tighter.

Im taking her home. She had surgery and she needs to be at home...not sitting here listening to you have a tantrum. Out of patience, he twisted his arm out of her grasp.

She tottered on her heels and slammed a hand against the car. She had surgery and called you to pick her up? Thats fucking pathetic.

No. He smiled at her. She didnt call me. I was there when she got hurt because were seeing each other.

Seeing... She shook her head. Seeing each other? Youre seeing her? Her?

Mara turned her head and shot Rocki an ugly look through the windshield. You left me for that cow?

Fury twisted inside him, but he didnt let it show. Continuing his way around the car, Cole opened the door. No, Mara. I left you because I dont love you...I dont even know you. Rocki had nothing to do with it.

So you just suddenly started dating her right after you broke up with me? Venom colored her voice, thick and heavy, just as it froze her eyes, just as it made her pretty face seem cold, almost alien. You want me to think youre actually interested in her?

I dont care what you think, Cole said tiredly. But interested doesnt even touch on what I feel for her. It doesnt even come close.

He slid into the car and shut the door. Mara continued to stand there, glaring at him. When she didnt move, he sighed and put the car into reverse. Well, that was fun.

Wasnt it? Rocki had her eyes closed. It was my fault, ya know.

No. Hell, no, it wasnt. Apparently one of her friends saw me and called her, told her I was here, but it wasnt your fault. He gave her a dark look as he did a three-point turn in the broad drive. A quick glance in the mirror showed him that Mara was still there. Still glaring at them.

Sure it is. I was just thinking earlier than I couldnt handle any more problems todaythat I wouldnt. So what do we get? Problems. She reached over and covered his hand with hers. You know...I think Im pretty interested in you, too, handsome.

He twined their fingers. Thats good. Because Im thinking I want to keep you around for a while. A long while.

Hmmm. Were rushing things again, arent we?

Damn straight.








Chapter Ten





For most of the day, thanks to the painkillers, Rocki slept like the dead.

That was just fine with Cole. Between the insistent calls from Marahe ignored thoseand his own rather demanding calls to Clayton, he figured the last thing she needed was his aggravation waking her up. It didnt seem much of anything would wake her, though.

But the day was wearing on and Maras calls were getting more insistent. When the texts started coming, he groaned. Wonder if Rockis a drinker, he muttered as he nabbed his iPhone and read the little bubble on the screen.

Baby, we need to talk. Please call me.

He deleted it on the way into Rockis kitchen. And, oh yes...there was alcohol. Spying the bottle of Patron, he wondered if shed be pissed. He ignored it and just mixed himself a Jack and Coke.

He had managed exactly three swallows when the next message came.

Cole, youre being childish ignoring me like this. Either call me or Im coming over there. I do know where that woman lives.

Aww, shit. He pinched the bridge of his nose. What? Shooting the sky a look, he demanded, Just what did either of us do to deserve this?

The he dialed her number. This was ending. Now. The last damn thing she wanted to do was hassle a damn lawyer.

Ive had it, he snapped the second she answered. You hear me, Mara? Ive had it. You and me, we are over.

Baby...please.

You didnt hear me. Thats fine, Ill say it again. I want to make sure this is absolutely clear. We are over. It doesnt matter if youve thought about it. It doesnt matter if you realize where we went wrong. It doesnt matter if youre sorry. Nothing matters. We are over. Do you understand that?

There was a long pause, and he wondered, if maybe, just maybe, she had gotten the point this time. But Cole should have known better. Just like always, Mara only saw what she wanted to see. Mara only heard what Mara wanted to hear.

Cole, listen...when I say Ive thought about things, I really mean it. I thought about it a lot. I wasnt fair to you. I had been neglecting you while dealing with everything with the store and you felt lonely. You went someplace where you could get the attention you needed. Thats what all of this was about. I can forgive you. Its okay.

He closed his eyes. How magnanimous of you. Thats great. Were still over. Now, will you stop calling me?

How can you be like this? We were together for years. Doesnt that mean anything to you? Her voice was husky soft. Dont I mean anything to you?

Shit. Mara, can we just not go there?

See? You do still care. Thats why you dont want to talk about this. You still love me.

No. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her. Yeah, they had been together for a while, had some good memories during those years. Although he didnt love her anymore, those years did matter to him. But Cole knew Maraif she thought, for even an instant, that they might have a chance, shed keep hounding him. Mara, I dont love you. Im sorry. I dont know when it happened, but I dont think theres been any love between us for quite a while. And once you get past your wounded pride, I think youre going to realize that you dont love me either.

This is about her, isnt it? That bitch. Were you cheating on me with her? Mara snarled.

Aw, hell. No. I didnt start seeing her until the week after I broke it off with you.

A week. Wow. You waited a week. You dump your fiancée, and now youre shacking it up with that cow. You fucking bastard

Thats enough. You will not talk about her like that.

Why not? Mara laughed. Seriously, Cole. I wouldve thought you had better taste. She must give a really good blow job or something. But thats okay. Youll get bored with her sooner or later. Youll get over this freakish fluke and youll want me back. Maybe, if youre lucky, Ill take you back. If, and thats a really big if, baby. I hope for your sake its sooner rather than later. That bitch doesnt deserve somebody like you. Dont make me wait too long.

Yeah, you keep holding your breath on that, Mara. Heres something to chew onthis isnt a fluke. I think Im falling in love with her. Do us both a favor, dont call again. With anger pulsing inside him, he ended the call and tossed the phone down. He bent over the counter, his fists braced on it.

He had known that wouldnt be fun. Hed been right.





I think Im falling in love with her...

Eyes closed, Rocki leaned against the arched entryway that separated the hallway from her kitchen. The brick felt rough against her bare arms, too rough, but she welcomed it. It reminded her she was awake. And fairly clearheaded. So what she had just heard wasnt just a narcotic-induced hallucination, right?

All these years...a smile curled her lips. She had spent years wondering whether anybody could ever make her heart roll over in her chest again. And it had just happened.

Pushing off the wall, she took one slow step. Then another. Her legs wobbled a little at first but then steadied, and by the time she was halfway across the kitchen, she felt almost normal. Except for the stupid brace thing on her arm, and the pain throbbing there. And of course, her heart was racing. She was also shaking something awful. But it was that exciting kind of shakingthe sort of shakes you got right before you got on a roller coaster. Terrified and excited, all rolled into one.

Then Cole lifted his head. She stilled as he turned around, his whiskey-gold eyes meeting hers.

Catching her lip between her teeth, she stared at him. Fire burned in his gaze. Fire, need...and worry. Then he blinked, and everything disappeared, hidden behind a cool, blank mask. Hey there.

Hmmm. So thats how he was going to play it. Cool and calm, hoping she hadnt heard? Not likely. That was an interesting phone call.

Ahh...you heard?

I did.

How much?

Rocki smiled at him. Closing the distance between them, she leaned against him. Carefully, she rested her injured hand on the counter beside him and wrapped her other arm around him. Oh, I heard enough. Tell me, did you mean that? Or were you just trying to get her to leave you alone?

You know, a lot of people would pretend they hadnt overheard a conversation that was clearly intended to be private. He tapped her on the nose with the tip of his finger. Even if they are going to eavesdrop.

Yeah. I figure if Im rude enough to eavesdrop, then Ill be honest about it and not bother pretending I didnt overhear. And youre sidestepping the question.

No, Im not. Im just trying to figure out how to answer it without scaring you off. He stroked a hand up her back, curved around her neck. I really, really dont want to do that, Rocki.

Maybe it hasnt occurred to you yet, but I dont scare that easily. Give me some credit, Stanton. Man, she loved the way he touched her, loved the warmth of his hands. Loved the way he looked at herit wasnt just like she was beautiful, although she really appreciated that. He looked at her like she was something special, somebody special. He made her feel like she mattered. It made her heart turn over. No, he wasnt scaring her at all. Easing closer, she pressed her mouth to his. Now answer my question. Did you mean it?

Yeah, I did. His free hand closed around her waist, his fingers kneading the muscles at the small of her back. I know weve joked about rushing things. And I know its early. Im not getting ready to pop the question or anything. I just...hell, Rocki. You do things to my head that I cant even describe. From the moment I first laid eyes on you, I havent been able to stop thinking about you. The more Im around you, the more I need to be around you.

Then he groaned and slammed his head back against the cabinet behind him. And thats probably not what you need to hear right now, considering what happened yesterday. I swear, Im not going all stalker on you.

Cole, trust me. Ive had a stalkerI know what they are. Smiling, she rested her head on his shoulder. Besides, didnt we already talk about this? If we start feeling like were moving too fast, then well slow down. Right now, I think were moving along just fine.

The hand massaging her back stilled. We are?

I think so. Easing back, she lifted her head to look at him. Everybody kept thinking that all these years, I never got serious about anybody because I was still mourning my husband. I do still miss himand you need to understand that part of my heart will always belong to him. But Ive never gotten involved with anybody else because I havent met another guy who could make my heart flip over. She reached up and touched the tip of her finger to his mouth. Until you. I took one look at you and everything stoppedI was aggravated as hell about it, because you were taken. But Im not kidding. One look, Cole...and everything just stopped. And it feels right. If it feels right, how can it be too fast?

Rocki. Aw, hell. He slid his hands up and cradled her face. Everything logical says otherwise. You know that, right?

She smirked. Screw logic.

Hmm. I like that logic. His mouth brushed against hers. So I guess were going to rush things, huh?

Nah. Its not rushing. Were just moving at our own pace.

Now that sounds good.

As his mouth came down more firmly on hers, Rocki wondered if shed be able to talk him into moving at their own pace to the bedroom...in a bit. Right now, she just wanted to enjoy the moment. Wanted to enjoy him.
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