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Sparks fly with a little bit of help from man’s—and woman’s—best friend in this classic, must-read story from New York Times bestselling author Lori Foster!

Love Unleashed

When their recently adopted pets—a cat named Cate and a dog named Doug—become inseparable, Evan Carlisle and ER nurse Cinder Bratt go from neighbors to best friends. After a frightening encounter with a patient, Evan insists Cinder stay with him until the culprit is caught. Will these two become something more with a little nudge from their four-legged friends?
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CHAPTER ONE

SITTING ON THE sofa in front the television with his brother, his best friend, his cat and his neighbor’s dog, Evan Carlisle stared at the screen—but his thoughts were well away from sporting events, and smack dab on the neighbor.

Cinder Bratt. Mid-twenties blonde bombshell. Friendly and familiar. Cuddly but…sexually elusive.

Hot, with a capital H—not that Cinder seemed to realize it.

Idly he stroked her dog, Doug, while his calico cat, Cate, purred beside him. Yeah, he and Cinder had come up with the names together after a trip to the shelter almost a year ago—only a few months after meeting each other and hitting it off.

As friends.

She’d wanted a dog, so he’d gone along, but Cinder wasn’t the only one to come home with a pet that day.

She and Doug had bonded, just as he and Cate had.

And Cate and Doug had already been best friends, so…it had all worked out.

He’d once teased Cinder, saying they should get a house together and adopt a horse that they’d name…Horace.

She’d laughed, swatted at him—and totally missed the implied interest in his suggestion. Cinder missed all his clues, and never gave any of her own.

She was a pal, and it drove him nuts, a little more so every day.

Suddenly Doug’s ears perked up and his head lifted, alerting Evan to Cinder’s early arrival. Her big German shepherd never missed a thing, especially where it concerned Cinder. He was the most vigilant dog Evan had ever known, but also gentle and loving.

Even to his cat, Cate.

The animals got along great, hung together like best friends and had created an unbreakable bond between Evan and Cinder.

Cinder didn’t acknowledge that bond. Yet.

But he was working on it.

Doug’s ears twitched, then went flat, and he whined. His reaction also alerted Cate, and both animals leaped from the sofa to race for the door.

Evan checked his watch. She was more than two hours early. Because the televised sporting event would go late, he’d planned to use it as an excuse to wait up for her.

Doug barked at the door, more fretful than usual.

Before Cinder had a chance to come in, he joined the animals and opened the door for her.

“Hey.” Despite the dark of evening, she wore sunglasses with her requisite nurse’s uniform. Head down, posture tired, she trudged in, her bouncy blond hair a little wind whipped from the recent storm.

As comfortable in his apartment as she was in her own, she kicked off muddy shoes on the entry mat and, face averted, tugged off her windbreaker.

“You’re off early.” Cinder’s hair wasn’t the only bouncy thing. Evan watched her breasts as she shed the jacket. She had a body that no guy could dismiss. Big breasts, full hips, round thighs…

And thinking that brought his gaze around to his older brother, Brick, and Brick’s best friend, Jesse. Wearing small smiles and looks of masculine awareness, the men stared at her.

When Brick noticed Evan glaring at him, he grinned. Like big brothers everywhere, Brick took great pleasure in being annoying, especially when it concerned Cinder.

“Women in uniform are so sexy.”

Jesse nodded. “Cinder in uniform, more so than most.”

“Yeah,” Cinder said, “rubber-soled white shoes and blousy smocks are such a turn-on.”

On her…they were.

Cinder hung her jacket on the coat tree and knelt to the animals.

Still in her sunglasses.

Suspicion sparked. “Cinder?”

“Hello, kiddos,” she said to the animals. Ears still flat, Doug nuzzled her neck and chewed on a curl. He was the funniest dog ever, doing things Evan had never before seen a dog do.

Right now he looked far too fretful.

Cinder hugged him. “You learned that from Cate, didn’t you, big boy?” On her other side, the cat crawled up to poke her little pink nose into Cinder’s hair, making her grin. “You’re both so silly.”

Feeling very on edge for reasons he didn’t yet understand, Evan suggested, “Maybe it’s your shampoo.” He took her arm, hauled her upright and did his own nuzzling. “Mmm. Smells good.”

Predictably, Cinder froze. “It’s unscented.”

“Huh.” Because he already knew that, he just shrugged.

She ducked her face more.

Brick sat forward in his own show of suspicion. Making a play off her last name, he asked, “What’s up, Bratt?”

“Nothing.”

“Baloney,” Jesse said. He looked her over, too. “We know you too well, so fess up.”

They did. For over a year now, they’d all hung out together during their free time, mostly at Evan’s apartment. They were a group, and that was all well and good.

Except that he also wanted to see Cinder alone. On a date. Or better still, in a bed. His or hers, he didn’t care. Hell, the couch would work. Or even the floor.

Maybe the kitchen counter…

Pushing those thoughts aside for the moment, Evan said, “Jesse’s right. What are you hiding?”

She stuck her tongue out at Jesse, and he laughed, saying, “Suggestions like that will get you in trouble.”

For them, she didn’t blush, or falter, or care even a little when they dropped sexual innuendos. She took them as jokes, and reacted in kind. “You wish.” She gave her dog another pat. “Did you bums leave any dinner? I’m starved.”

And just like that, she tried to sidle into the kitchen. Still in those ridiculous sunglasses.

Oh, hell no. “Cinder.” Evan gently clasped her arm to draw her around. She reluctantly let him.

Staring at his feet, she muttered, “It is not a big deal.”

Alarm started a slow crawl up his spine. “What isn’t?”

With an exaggerated sigh, a heartbeat of hesitation, she took off the sunglasses.

What she revealed hit him as an emotional sucker-punch to the gut. “Son of a bitch,” he whispered.

“Evan…” she complained at his reaction.

“Shhh.” Her left eye was badly bruised, swollen, her cheekbone cut and abraded. By morning, she’d have one hell of a black eye.

Something hot and lethal settled like lead in his chest.

Both Brick and Jesse slowly approached, the paused sports show now forgotten.

“It’s nothing,” she insisted, giving them each a quick but fractious glance.

It was something, all right. “What happened?”

“An idiot patient who got out of control, that’s all.”

Evan cupped her chin and lifted her face. Her hair fell back, exposing a cut on her forehead, too. A neat row of tiny stitches marred her fair skin near her hairline.

His stomach clenched and his shoulders stiffened. “Who?”

She rolled her eyes. Or rather, she tried to, but with her left eye so swollen and discolored, she didn’t get much effect. “I don’t remember his name. He was waiting to be seen, but then he flipped out—”

“On you?”

“On everyone, really, but yeah, I was…closest at hand.” She wrapped her arms around herself and tried to look impervious. “He was high on something, I guess. He decided it took us too long to get to him, and then he sort of…blew, raging on everyone.” She let out a breath and forced a smile that wouldn’t fool anyone. “When the guards showed up, he ran off without doing too much damage.”

“Looks to me like he did plenty of damage.” Evan could barely speak around the commingling emotions of rage, concern, protectiveness.…

“Superficial stuff, that’s all.” She patted him—as if to comfort him! “You know how easily I bruise.”

From playing, sure. Not from violence.

Brick lifted her wrist to examine another mark. “He grabbed you?”

“My arm, yes.” She eased away from his hold. “It all happened really fast, but now it’s over, and I’d as soon not talk it into the ground, so let’s move on.”

Everyone ignored that request.

Jesse asked, “Did the police get him?”

“They have the name he used when he signed in at the hospital, and we all saw the snake tattoo on his neck.” She shrugged. “Last I heard, they were still looking.”

“Snake tattoo?” Evan asked.

“It sort of wrapped around his neck and went down somewhere on his chest.” She cleared her throat. “Very colorful.”

Doug whined, so she began stroking him again.

Brick looked her over. “Did you get hurt anywhere else?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

She glared at him for doubting her. “I’m a nurse, remember? I’d know if I was hurt.” Focusing on Evan again, she said, “Can’t the rest of the inquisition wait? I’m starved, I need caffeine and I desperately want to change clothes.”

He moved closer to her, speaking softly, drawing her in. “You promise you’re okay?”

She nodded too fast. “Cross my heart.”

Hands on his hips, Jesse searched her face. “You don’t have to be stoic with us, you know.”

That wrought a genuine laugh. “So I should do what? Look pathetic? Maybe shed some tears? That’d make you guys feel better?”

Both Brick and Jesse blanched, saying together, “God, no!”

Evan shook his head. “She’s not going to cry.” At least, he hoped not. “Are you?”

He watched her shoulders go back, her mouth firm, and he wanted to kiss her. All over. Every place that she might have been hurt, and in all the places where she hadn’t been.

“Definitely not.”

“Good. If you did, those two would fall apart.”

Brick grinned around his remaining concern. “I seriously can’t handle crying women.”

“It’s devastating,” Jesse agreed. “Turns me to mush.”

Relief took the tension out of her shoulders. “Well, we can’t have that, now, can we?” She sniffed the air. “I hope you guys have something good left over from dinner.”

This time when she walked off, Evan let her go. Doug loped along beside her, and Cate followed behind the dog like a feline caboose.

After watching her retreat, Brick whispered, “Despite the bravado, she shouldn’t be alone.”

Evan agreed. “I got it.” He knew Brick and Jesse cared about her, but not in the same way. Tamping down the automatic rage at seeing her hurt, Evan went into the kitchen and found her in front of the sink, staring out the apartment window at the parking lot. Security lights reflected off wet pavement, and wind whistled by.

She looked a little lost, but rallied when he joined her. “I think it’s going to rain again.”

Evan wanted to pull her into his arms, hold her close. But she had Don’t Touch signs all over her. “We grilled before the storm hit, and we saved you a piece of chicken and a baked potato. I can heat that up for you if you want.”

“Sounds heavenly. Thank you.”

“No problem.” Tenderness put a stranglehold on him. God, he wanted…so many things, all of them oddly amplified by seeing her this way. “If you want something to drink, help yourself.”

“Okay.” She opened his fridge and found a Coke. After popping the tab, she leaned back on the counter and upended the can for a long swallow. “Honest to God, I’m dead on my feet.”

Working twelve-hour shifts was rough enough without brutality thrown in. “Should you maybe get checked?”

She held the can to her bruised cheekbone, sighing at the touch of the cold aluminum. “I work at a hospital, Evan. Believe me, I’ve been checked and rechecked.”

He winced for her. “Right.”

Her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “If you want the truth, that was the worst part of it all—being seen like that by the people I work with.”

She hadn’t wanted to talk to the others, but with him, she volunteered her feelings. He appreciated the significance of that. “When did this all happen?”

“A few hours ago. But there was a little…blood.”

“Damn.” He cupped the back of her neck to encourage her to talk, to comfort her. To connect with her.

“Head wounds, you know? They can be messy. After we got that under control, I had to talk to the cops and see the doctor and all that.” She stared off at nothing in particular. “One of the other nurses helped me to clean up. There was blood in my hair, on my shirt… .”

Unable to stop himself, Evan touched a gentle kiss to her forehead. “Go sit down. Put your feet up. I’ll have the food ready in a few minutes.”

“If it’s okay, I’ll run next door to change first.” She held out the hem of her smock. “Like I said, I got blood on the top I wore to work. This is a spare I leave in my locker, but it’s pretty old and not all that comfortable.”

Usually he couldn’t stop thinking how damned cute she looked in her colorful uniforms. Brick hadn’t lied; with her curves, she gave the shapeless cotton nursing scrubs a fetish edge.

But tonight, after what she’d been through, he could only think about protecting her.

“You want company?”

Her eyebrows lifted. “To change my clothes?”

“No.” Yes. What the hell was he thinking? He shook his head. “Just to be there with you, I mean.”

She watched him with big, dark eyes.

Jesus. “C’mon, Cinder. Give over. You have to be a little nervous. No one would blame you if you didn’t want to be alone right now.”

Dark lashes swept down to hide her eyes. “I’m not that fragile, Evan. Seriously. I’ll be fine.”

He didn’t want to let her out of his sight, but he didn’t know what to do about it. “All right, then, if you’re sure.”

She set down the half-empty Coke and walked off in haste. He heard her say to the others, “Be right back,” and then, as if she was the Pied Piper, both the dog and the cat followed her out his door and across the hall to her own apartment.

Glad that she’d taken Doug along, but still with thoughts churning, Evan turned to microwave her food.

Jesse and Brick abandoned the TV and joined him in the kitchen. Jesse pulled out a chair, turned it around and straddled the seat. “She’s shook up.”

“I know.” Evan scrubbed a hand over his face, wondering how many more bruises she had on her body, bruises hidden by her clothes. “But she’ll be okay.” Cinder was one of the strongest women he knew.

Brick, aptly named for his hardheaded attitude, cursed low. “Who could ever hurt a sweetheart like her?”

She was a sweetheart. Gentle, loving, happy and giving. He tensed even more.

Jesse eyed him. “Tonight might be the perfect time to make a move.”

Rather than pretend he didn’t understand, Evan gave him a killing glare. “She’s hurt, you ass.”

“I didn’t say to molest her. Just let her know how you feel.”

As long as they both accepted that she was off-limits, Evan could tolerate the ribbing. “I don’t know.”

Brick shook his head in mock pity. “He’s usually not so chicken shit with women.”

“He’s just been timing things,” Jesse said in Evan’s defense. “Waiting for his opportunity to strike.”

Bull. He’d “struck” several times, but Cinder wasn’t reciprocating. The last thing he wanted to do was run her off by overstepping the boundaries she’d set, especially now that she was hurt and in need of a friend. “She’s not exactly giving off signals, ya know.”

Jesse looked taken aback, then said in an aside to Brick, “Yeah, maybe you’re right. Total chicken shit.”

Ignoring the continued insults, Evan checked the clock. How long before she returned? “If she ever seems willing, I’ll be all over it.”

“And by then,” Brick said, “some other dude might’ve swept in and stolen the opportunity.”

That idea got him pacing the tiny kitchen. What was taking so long?

“She is surrounded by doctors,” Jesse pointed out. “You know, guys with pedigreed backgrounds and plenty of money to spend.”

And he was an elementary math and gym teacher—but he knew Cinder didn’t care about that. He checked the time again. “She doesn’t even date, damn it.”

“No,” Jesse said, “she just hangs out here—with you.”

“With all of us.”

“For you,” Brick stressed.

“Because Doug likes me. You know we pet sit for each other.”

“Damn, brother, you’re being so obtuse, it’s embarrassing.” Brick gave him a shove. “Pet sitting isn’t the only thing on her mind.”

Were they right? And if so, then why didn’t Cinder show some interest?

It was as if Jesse read his mind. “She’s shy, you know.”

“Cinder?” Evan snorted. “She is not.”

“Not when it comes to patients, or to caring for her dog, or helping neighbors—no, she’s not. For that stuff, she’s friendly and outgoing and funny. But anything sexual…she’s supershy.”

Mmmm…possibly. Cinder never hesitated to approach a new neighbor. She was open and welcoming to everyone. But whenever one of the men in their apartment building flirted—and most of them did—she shied away, or didn’t notice.

Brick added, “Why else would she hide that killer body?”

Food for thought. Contrary to most sexy women, Cinder did tend to cover up and dress down. He spoke his thoughts aloud. “It’s almost like she has no clue how sexy she is.”

“So tell her,” Jesse suggested.

“Then go from there.” Brick thought about that before shaking his head. “But go easy tonight. I mean, she’s a little beat up—”

This time Evan shoved him. “Like I need you two giving me advice?” No, he wouldn’t pressure Cinder tonight, but he would love to reassure her, to comfort her. “When was the last time you had a significant other?”

“Never,” Brick said. “Thank God.”

“You know he likes playing the field,” Jesse added. “As do I.”

“I thought you and Lisa were going strong.”

“Nope. That’s over.”

“What happened?”

Jesse shrugged. “Nothing.” And then: “I only went out with her four times, Evan. Don’t make it sound like we were engaged.”

“Four times is two times too many, far as I’m concerned.” Brick shuddered. “It gives women ideas.”

“You’re both Neanderthals,” Evan accused. “Why is it you’re all set to stay single, but you want me to hook up?”

They said together, “Cinder is different.”

Amen. Very different. “I can’t argue that.”

“So do something about it already.” Jesse toasted him with his cola. “Before it’s too late.”

“While you stew on it, I think we’ll go watch the rest of the fights.” Brick elbowed his way out of the tiny kitchen, and Jesse went with him.

Evan heard them take the TiVo off pause, and then the raucous noise of a competition filled the apartment.

Because Cinder liked to watch the fights, too, Evan always recorded them for her. She’d missed the first two fights already.

Maybe he’d convince her to hang around after the guys left. Maybe, given what she’d been through, he’d convince her to stay the night.

With him.

Nothing sexual, not with what had happened today. But to hold her all night…

His front door opened without a knock. Neither of them stood on ceremony when visiting. If either of them had anything private going on, for instance, when Cinder showered, the door was locked.

Wearing a big, loose white sweatshirt with jeans that fit her voluptuous shape like a second skin, her feet bare, she led in the dog and the cat.

She’d washed the rest of the ruined makeup from her face and left her blond curls loose. Given the movement of her heavy breasts under that sweatshirt, she wasn’t wearing a bra.

For any guy with a pulse, she’d be a lush, sweet fantasy come to life.

“Is the food ready?”

Evan drew his gaze from her chest to her face. Heat pulsed beneath his skin and his muscles felt twitchy. “Take a seat. I’ll bring it to you.”

She graced him with a teasing smile. “You’re too good to me.” Then she parked her pretty rear on the corner of the couch. Doug immediately sat on the floor by her feet and laid his head over her knee. Cate got on the back of the couch to curl up near her shoulder.

After giving her a long look, Jesse said, “You’re just in time. The third fight is about to begin.”

She pulled a throw pillow into her lap. “Were the other fights good?”

Brick spoke quickly. “Don’t tell her a thing.”

“Ohhh,” she said, a little peppier now that she knew the guys wouldn’t continue questioning and pampering her. “They must’ve been good. I can’t wait.”

Evan set her Coke on the end table and handed her the plate of food on a tray. She balanced it on the pillow.

Near her ear, Evan spoke quietly so the others wouldn’t hear. “You’re up to watching the fights?”

Just as quietly, she said, “It’s a good distraction.”

Because he couldn’t help himself, he brushed a thick curl behind her ear, then cupped her cheek. “All right. But if you need anything, tell me.”

For a brief moment, she leaned her shoulder into his, a familiar and comfortable gesture. “For right now, this—all of it—is enough.” She tucked into her food and gave her attention to the big-screen TV.

Even with the black eye, she looked precious to him. This—all of it—is enough. What did she mean by that? The camaraderie? The food?

The closeness?

An hour later, he still didn’t know. She’d eaten all her food and insisted on putting her own dishes away. He heard her get an OTC pain med while she was in the kitchen, and it left him rigid with concern. When she returned, this time with a bottle of water for each of them, she sat a little nearer to him, almost as though she needed the contact.

Trying to guess her thoughts kept him so distracted, Evan missed more of the fights than he saw.

Doug stayed especially close to her side, no doubt sensing her upset. He didn’t demand her attention, but he was there, protective and attentive.

Maybe, Evan thought, he should do the same.

And since when did he start taking his cues from a dog? But as she hugged Doug several times, he decided it was the right thing to do. Somehow he’d convince her to stay near to him—and eventually she’d enjoy being there.





CHAPTER TWO

THE DREAD BUILT as Cinder watched the last fight. Now the guys would leave, and…she’d have to go back to her own apartment.

Alone.

But she wouldn’t be a sissy. She wouldn’t be a burden. She had Doug. Everything would be fine.

The guys were animated, yelling suggestions to the last two fighters, cheering, groaning and cursing a little. Tonight, being distracted, Cinder watched them more than she watched the fights.

Brick looked a lot like Evan, with his dark hair and eyes, his height over six feet. Less than two years separated them, but Brick seemed older. Maybe more jaded.

He might share a resemblance with Evan, but his demeanor was darker, edgier. He played harder, cursed more and dated endlessly. It seemed to her that Brick went from one woman to another, while Evan…well, she’d rarely seen him date much. Or if he did, he didn’t tell her about it.

Probably a good thing, given how tough it would be for her to know the intimate details of his social life. That is, whatever social life he had when she wasn’t around. Couldn’t be much of one, between work and the time he spent at the apartment…with her.

“No!” Jesse sat forward, disgruntled over the turn in the fight. He was tall, too, but unlike Evan and Brick, he had dark blond hair and vivid green eyes that sometimes looked right through a person, into her soul. He was a serial dater like Brick, but maybe more romantic. When he dated, anyone could see that he made a woman feel special.

Brick, apparently, just made the ladies hot. For certain, he never wanted for female attention.

When the fight suddenly ended with a knockout, everyone yelled. Doug jumped up with an energetic bark, his tail thumping in excitement. Disgruntled, Cate curled tighter and put her tail over her little face.

Cinder tried to join in the discussion of the fight, but it was futile. Instead, she gathered up the empty cans and bowls of chip crumbs and carried them to the kitchen. She was rinsing out cans when arms came around her.

Brick.

Smiling, she put her head back on his boulder-hard shoulder. “Ready to leave?”

“Yup.” He kissed her temple. “Keep me posted, okay? Let me know if they catch the bastard who hurt you.”

She patted the hands laced around her waist. “I’m sure they will.”

Brick released her and, as she turned, Jesse drew her in for a hug. He carefully lifted her right off her feet. “Take it easy, okay? Maybe consider letting Evan coddle you a little.”

She’d been smiling over the embrace—until he mentioned Evan. Looking toward Evan, she saw him standing back, arms crossed, gaze attentive.

And damn it, she blushed.

“I keep telling you guys, I’m fine.” She pushed away from Jesse with a frown. “I don’t need to be coddled.”

“He doesn’t mind, do you, Evan?”

“Be my pleasure,” Evan said in a low, suggestive voice that sent her pulse skittering into overdrive.

Her face went hotter still. Lord, now they were all three scrutinizing her, but she did not want to be forced on Evan. “You’re all a bunch of old ladies.” She shooed them away. “Go home. But drive carefully. It’s storming again.”

There was another round of hugs, and then she stood alone with Evan. Doug watched her, waiting to see if they would leave or stay.

Evan remained near the kitchen doorway, arms still crossed, his attention burning.

What did that mean? Was that hot stare out of concern, or something more? “I’m going to help pick up before I go.” She straightened a cushion, turned off a lamp, went back to the kitchen—passing close by Evan.

He didn’t move. If it was one of the other guys, she’d give a hip bump or a playful push, maybe even make kissing noises at him.

But with Evan, given her hidden feelings, she always felt awkward and obvious and sort of exposed. So she squeezed past him without a word—and he let her.

After she went to the sink, Evan came up beside her. She froze as he reached around her…and took a doggy treat from the container on his counter.

Her breath escaped in a sigh.

“Here you go, boy.” Evan handed the treat to Doug.

Until then, she hadn’t realized Doug was dogging her heels so closely. She turned and gave him a pat. “My shadow,” she teased. “I should have realized you were there.”

“He’s worried about you.”

She did not want to feel guilty for making her dog worry. “He always follows me.”

“Not like this.” Evan again touched her hair. “He’s probably picking up on things you want to hide.”

“What do you mean?” She knew exactly what he meant. “I’m not hiding anything.” Such a big fib.

Evan stood so much taller than her that when he stared down at her that way, she felt small, and incredibly…feminine.

In truth, she was neither. She was far too chubby, a tomboy who preferred sweats to skirts for everyday life.

“Cinder,” he chided, and his hand curved around her jaw.

He had such big, warm hands that her toes curled. “Hmm?”

“There’s no one here but us now.”

She was all too aware of that. “I know.”

“We’re good friends, right?”

Sadly, yes, they were only good friends. She nodded.

His mouth quirked at the way her hair bounced around. He smoothed it before continuing. “I don’t expect you to fall apart, because that’s not you. Hell, the world could start coming down around you, and you’d take charge.”

“Thanks.” That made her sound sort of…bossy. And cold. “I think.”

“But you were attacked. No way will I believe you’re blowing that off.”

He knew her too well—except he didn’t know that she’d fallen hopelessly in love with him only days after meeting him. “Okay, so I’m a little jittery. No big deal. I’ll be fine.”

“’Course you will. But with me, you don’t have to put on a front.” His other hand lifted to her face, too, so that now he held her caught in his gaze. “Okay?”

He had such a piercing, sexy expression that she felt herself swaying toward him. Doug leaned into her side, breaking the impact of that awesome stare.

To cover her reaction, she laughed a little too loud. “Sure, okay. No problem.”

Given the way he watched her, he wasn’t fooled. “When do you return to work?”

Because it made her look wimpy, she gave the admission defensively. “The hospital offered me time off, and I took it. I don’t have to go back until Wednesday.”

“Good.” His thumb brushed her cheek once, twice, and he dropped his hands. “It’ll reassure Doug and me both to keep you within reach for a few days.”

Within reach? “Umm…”

“You might be indomitable,” he teased her, “but I’m as shaken as Doug is.”

She gave him the smile he expected over the outrageous comment. As a gym teacher who partook in physical activity every day, Evan was in primo shape. Tall, muscular, lean. Only a few years older than her, with black hair and mellow brown eyes shades lighter than her own.

He was downright dreamy—and she was his pal.

Turning away, she busied herself by rinsing dishes. He took them from her and dried. It was always like that. They worked as a friendly team.

It sucked.

After she wiped off the counter, she returned the dishrag to the sink, turned to Evan and prepared to force herself to say goodbye.

Before the first whisper of sound left her mouth, Evan said, “Stay.”

She drew a blank. “Stay?”

“Here with me.”

She looked at Doug, but he didn’t seem to find anything amiss in the invitation. In fact, he thumped his tail as if in encouragement.

“You mean…to watch the first fights I missed?”

“If you want.”

That left her totally confused. “What do you want?”

“For you to stay here with me.”

Well, that cleared up…nothing. To buy herself some time, Cinder said, “I was going to take a nice, long shower.” She wrinkled her nose. “You’re right that I’m a little tense still. I figured the hot water would help relax me before I head to bed.”

“You’re tired?”

It seemed as good an excuse as any to escape the awkwardness of lusting wildly after a guy friend. “A little, yeah.”

His expression warmed. “Go ahead, then.” He fingered the sleeve of her sweatshirt. “But when you’re done, change into your pj’s and come back over.”

“But…”

“You can sleep here.”

Her eyes rounded and heat rolled through her. She squeaked, “Here?”

Amused at her reaction, his smile spread. “You’ve dozed on my couch before.”

Oh Lord, oh Lord. Once, after a long shift with overtime, she’d come over to get her dog, sat down to talk and all but passed out. She was still embarrassed about it—especially since he’d been sitting there looking at her when she’d awoken. “Not on purpose!”

All too serious, he asked, “Would you rather have my bed?”

While the bottom fell out of her stomach, he continued.

“I’d actually prefer that. But, honest to God, honey, I’d like to keep you close. At least for tonight.” He held her upper arms. “You can give me that, can’t you?”

Oh, she wanted that so badly. But was this a misguided come-on? And if it was…wouldn’t he end up disappointed?

And would his disappointment end the friendship she cherished so much?

Evan put his forehead to hers. “Stop thinking and just go indulge in your shower.” After a quick kiss to her brow, he led her to the door. “I’ll be here when you’re done.”

Feeling more than a little numb, she retreated across the hall to her own place again. She let herself in, and Doug came in behind her. Before she shut the door, Cate shot through, too.

It was endlessly amusing how Cate followed Doug, and vice versa. Back and forth from her apartment to Evan’s and back again. Wherever one animal went, so went the other. Even when Doug did his business outside, Cate would follow. She didn’t need a leash, because she didn’t wander away from his side.

Evan still stood in his doorway, one shoulder propped against the frame, watching her.

“I’ll bring them both back with me in just a little bit.”

“Take your time, honey. I’m not in a rush.”

No, he wasn’t in a rush. And despite the fancy of her imagination, he wasn’t interested. Not in that way.

Not in the way she most wanted.

Hadn’t she learned the hard way her lesson on the preferences of big gorgeous men?

But then he added, “And, Cinder? After you’re done showering, I think I’ll show you a few other ways to relax.”

* * *

LEAVING HIS DOOR unlocked, Evan rushed through his own warm shower. Driven by heated anticipation, he shaved and brushed his teeth in record time. While thinking of Cinder, of having her with him all night, he dressed in boxers and jeans, with a plain white T-shirt.

Then he paced.

And tormented himself with images of her in the shower, her curvaceous body soapy and wet… .

In the middle of a groan, he heard a noise in the hallway near his front door. Thinking it’d be Cinder, wondering why she didn’t just come in, he smiled and strode to open the door.

With a high-pitched, startling screech, Cate shot in, her fur fluffed out, her tail so full she resembled a raccoon. Doug jumped up against his body, uncharacteristically anxious, whining and barking at almost the same time.

“What’s wrong, Doug?”

Now that he had Evan’s attention, Doug ran to Cinder’s door and back again.

“What the…?” Evan looked up and down the hall, but didn’t see her. No way would she have let Doug out alone.

The dog jumped at her door, snarling, and somehow, Evan just knew.

The fine hairs on the back of his neck stood up. Heart racing, he tried her front door and found it locked. Of course, with her in the shower, it would be. He could get the key, but with Doug turning panicked circles, Evan wasted no more time. Doug had gotten out somehow—and that’s how Evan would get in.

He snapped his door shut to keep Cate confined, and while calling Brick, he jogged out and around to Cinder’s patio door.

Still snarling, Doug ran with him.

Brick answered with, “I thought you’d be busy, brother. You disappoint me.”

The patio slider wasn’t locked. In fact, it wasn’t even closed all the way. Evan said simply, “Send the cops to Cinder’s apartment. Now.”

“Shit.” No longer teasing, Brick said, “On the way.”

Disconnecting the call, Evan slid the door open farther and crept in. With the bathroom door standing open, he could hear the shower, a radio turned up, and Cinder singing. Loudly. She didn’t sound troubled.

Hackles raised, Doug shot forward, past the bathroom and into…Cinder’s bedroom. A raucous barking started.

Someone let out a shout.

Evan strode forward. When he reached the open bathroom door, he leaned in to say, “You have an intruder.”

From behind the shower curtain, she shrieked. “Evan! What in the world?”

No time to pander to her delicate sensibilities. He spoke up to be heard over the blaring radio. “I’m locking your door. Leave it that way until the cops get here.”

He hit the lock, pulled the door shut and turned in time to nearly collide with a big bruiser wearing a black ski mask and black leather gloves. The guy was wet, his jeans soaked to his knees, the ski mask smelling of wet wool.

Enraged, the guy stumbled back, swatting wildly at the dog as he snapped and roared and tried to find a way to get hold of the masked man.

He had a gun in his right hand. Evan’s blood ran cold when the bastard aimed that weapon at Doug.

Hell, no.

Reacting on pure protective instinct, Evan launched himself at the thug. He managed to grab his gun hand and hold on as they crashed hard to the floor in a tangle of limbs and rage. A table overturned. A lamp shattered.

Evan cracked his head on something and felt warm blood run down his temple.

Doug went berserk, lunging in and out of the fray, teeth bared, growl feral. The guy pulled his head back to avoid sharp teeth, and it displaced the mask enough for Evan to see…a snake tattoo on his neck!

Son of a bitch.

Trying to keep that gun hand suppressed and dodging fists and kicks, Evan had his hands full. The big man wasn’t a wimp, and he wasn’t about to give up. A fist the size of a lunch box clipped Evan in the chin, and he saw stars.

But no way would he release his hold.

Furious, he twisted the wrist hard and, with a bellow, the man’s fingers loosened until the gun fell free. Taking advantage of that, Evan landed a few blows of his own, two to the face, one to the gut. Managing to daze the guy, Evan felt him go limp, and then suddenly…

No fucking way.

Wearing only a skimpy, damp towel, her body still glistening wet, her blond hair piled up atop her head, Cinder darted close to grab for the gun.

For a single instant, seeing her like that, Evan went stupid—and got slugged for it. He fell back, Doug leaped in, and the intruder tried to get to the gun before Cinder could.

In the struggle, she lost her towel.

Even the intruder went stupid that time.

Doug, the only one not affected by her nudity, got hold of the leering bastard’s calf and sank his teeth in.

The man howled in searing pain, wrestled his way to his feet and tried to kick free of the dog. Doug shook his head, mangling the guy’s leg, hanging on with tenacity.

Taking advantage of that, Evan dove forward and snatched up the gun. He didn’t dare take aim, not with Cinder standing there and Doug so close at hand. If a bullet ricocheted or the gun misfired…

Anxious to escape, the intruder dragged toward the door. Doug did his best to hold him back, teeth clamped tight, paws digging in, haunches quivering.

Evan stepped in front of Cinder, the guy got outside the patio door, closed it on Doug, and just as he disappeared from sight, limping badly, lights from a police cruiser lit up the night.

Holy shit.

Evan couldn’t get enough air into his lungs. His heart popped so hard in his chest, it racked him with each sucking breath. Still frenzied, denied his ultimate victory, Doug whined at the door, scratching, trying to find a way to give chase.

And the police would come in any second.

Very slowly, his head pounding and his vision narrowed, Evan turned and looked at Cinder. He used a forearm to swipe the blood from his gaze. Her eyes were wide, her lips pale, her body…luscious enough to distract him from the danger they’d just encountered.

He didn’t want to be a jackass, but he couldn’t stop himself from soaking up the sight of her. All of her. Top to toes and everywhere in between.

Especially the places in between.

She stood frozen, trembling, one arm crossed over her abundant breasts, a hand tucked over the notch of her thighs. If she hoped to conceal herself, she did an inadequate job of it.

A boner, right now, at this particular moment, would be impossible.

Knowing he had to get it together, Evan dragged the back of one finger over the top of her left breast. So silky soft. “You don’t have enough hands for that. And under any other circumstance, I wouldn’t say this. But right here, right now…don’t you think you ought to go get some clothes on?”

Her jaw loosened, closed again when she gasped, then she turned and literally ran.

Wow.

The bathroom door slammed. And locked.

The blaring radio finally shut off.

Even with the blood from his head wound in his eyes, he’d seen plenty. Enough to tighten his muscles and spike his temperature and make him determined—more than determined—to win her over. Tonight.

To hell with the drama unfolding—he needed her, sooner rather than later.

Placing the gun on the chair behind him, Evan went to the patio doors. He took hold of Doug’s collar to ensure he wouldn’t run off and opened the door to flag in the cops.

The second they reached him, he backed into the apartment and started explaining. “I live next door. The guy who broke in just took off. That’s his gun, not mine. Those are his muddy footprints everywhere. He was wearing a ski mask and black leather gloves, but I saw a snake tattoo on his neck, and he’ll have a bad bite on his left calf. He was limping when he got away.” He drew a breath. “My neighbor…my female neighbor…is in the bathroom. Naked.”

From the bathroom, he heard Cinder shriek again.

She was unharmed—this time—he had to remind himself.

Adrenaline continued to pump through his veins, and now, with the danger over, it surged into a riot of conflicting reactions—the uppermost being rage. “He’s the same bastard who attacked her at the hospital today. He must have followed her home.” Realizing that sickened Evan. He shouldn’t have let the guy get away. “She was in the shower when he broke in here. Her dog came to tell me.”

After that rambling explanation, the smaller of the two officers lifted a brow, saying only, “Her dog?”

As if he understood, Doug sat down and stared at the cops with sincerity. He swallowed some slobber, let his tongue drop back out and panted from the excitement.

Evan scratched the dog’s neck to let him know he’d done well.

The disbelieving officer watched Doug while giving some orders through a radio.

The other cop took the gun off the chair and nodded at Evan’s head. “You’re okay?”

“Yes.”

Cinder stepped out. Shy. Still damp. Flustered. Now, thankfully, dressed in pajama pants and a dark T-shirt. But he’d already seen her, and now knew firsthand all the secrets of her amazing body.

She could have been wearing armor and it wouldn’t have mattered to his throbbing interest.

Ignoring everyone else, she carried a towel and came to Evan’s side. “Sit down.”

“Do you need an ambulance?” one officer asked.

“No.” Evan dropped into the seat. Doug leaned into his side, still twitchy. Evan continued to give him firm pats. “You did good, Doug. You’re a brave dog.”

Leaning close enough for him to breathe in her scent, Cinder tipped his head toward her, parted his hair and checked his injury. “It’s not too bad. I don’t think he needs stitches.”

Evan said to the cops, “She’s a nurse.” And he slipped his free arm around her waist.

She went stiff as a board, but only for a second. Then she lurched away. “Cate!”

“Who?” the cops asked. They looked around as if expecting more trouble.

“My cat,” Evan explained. He pulled Cinder close again. “She was with Doug when he came to tell me what was happening. I closed her into my place.”

“Oh, that poor thing!” Rushing past the officers, Cinder went out the front door and across the hall to retrieve the cat.

Just like Cinder, to think of everyone and everything other than herself. Evan smiled at the cops. “My cat. Her dog.” He shrugged. “They’re close.”

To prove that, Doug anxiously met her at the door when she returned. She set Cate down, and the two animals greeted each other as if they’d been separated for a year. Cate pranced on her tiptoes, rubbing her arched back along Doug’s muzzle. Ears forward, he lowered his head and snuffled her small body in excitement.

Bemused, the cops watched until Doug urged the cat to his favorite spot in front of a window. Cate stretched out beside him. Doug put his face on his front paws and watched them.

Just to add to the confusion, Brick and Jesse both showed up. Brick took one look at the cops and went straight to Cinder to embrace her. Jesse waited for his turn.

Despite Evan’s bloody head, they both ignored him—thank God. He felt asinine enough for getting hurt. He could usually handle himself without a screwup, but it had left Evan clumsy—the combination of Cinder in the shower and a masked, armed intruder undoubtedly bent on hurting her, Doug, or both.

Avoiding injury had been far from his mind—he’d thought only of protecting them.

For the next hour, chaos reigned.

Brick made coffee for everyone. Jesse cleaned up the mess in Cinder’s apartment, including the muddy footprints, once the cops said it was okay. After bandaging Evan’s head, she stayed at his side, answering questions about the break-in while judiciously omitting any mention of losing her towel.

Evan sure as hell wasn’t going to share that with anyone.

The cops noticed her blackening eye and the bruise on her cheek. “You get that tonight, in the scuffle?”

“No.” Because it was important, Cinder gave them the details about the incident at the hospital.

The bruise on her arm had also darkened, but Evan had seen her naked, and hadn’t noticed any other injuries.

Not that he’d been looking for injuries. Mostly he’d just stared…and absorbed.

Other officers searched the area for the intruder.

They didn’t find him.

Everyone assumed it had to be the same guy who’d attacked her at the hospital. It didn’t take an investigative genius to see that he’d broken the lock on the patio door to get in.

Cinder explained that both the dog and the cat had been lounging in the bathroom with her, so the guy must have gone straight to her bedroom. She remembered Doug barking and running off, but she’d thought nothing of it.

Whenever she showered, Doug stayed extra vigilant, barking at cars in the lot, tenants coming or going, every leaf that blew by. She’d had no reason to think anything unusual had happened.

“Why did you have the radio turned up so loud?” Evan asked.

Her face went hot pink. “Singing helps keep me from thinking too much.”

His heart softened. “You were fretting about what happened at the hospital?”

She had that deer-caught-in-the-headlights look about her before she shrugged. “Okay.”

What the hell did that mean? If it wasn’t the incident from the hospital, then what hadn’t she wanted to think about?

One cop looked up from a notebook. “With what you’ve told us, he must have followed you, scoped out the place, and after you left the apartment, he decided to wait around until you returned.”

Alone. With that realization, Evan felt sick. She’d been a specific target for a lunatic. He shared a look with his brother and friend.

“Given the disarray of your closet,” the other officer added, “I think he planned to hide in there.”

The hot color leeched from her face. “My closet? But…why?”

“He probably figured you’d make too much of a fuss if he tried to take you from the shower. Close as these apartments are, someone might have heard you.”

“Or more likely,” Brick added, scowling at both cops for scaring her more, “he went past the bathroom when he saw Doug coming after him.”

“Good thing you had him with you,” Jesse agreed.

What if she’d left Doug behind while she’d showered? Granted, Doug wouldn’t have liked that idea. But if the dog had thought she was going to work, he wouldn’t have kicked up a lot of fuss.

Looking at her now, sensing her disquiet, Evan knew she would never again ignore the dog’s bark. The events of the day had irrevocably changed her. What would it take to make her feel safe and secure once again?

He’d damn well figure it out, one way or another.

Pulling his gaze away from Cinder, Evan addressed the cops. “Are we all done here?” He wanted to be alone with her. Now.

“Since there’s not much else we can do, I guess so. But I would recommend you get that door fixed right away. Until we catch him, there’s no guarantee he won’t be back.”

Evan wasn’t the only guy to tense over that, especially when Cinder wrapped her arms around herself.

Brick said, “I’ll take care of fixing the door. I’ll change the lock, but I’ll also make a brace that she can use, so even if someone tampers with the lock, they won’t be able to get the door open.”

Brick ran the family hardware store. Jesse was a carpenter. Together they’d no doubt make her door impenetrable.

“You have what you need?” Evan asked.

“Yeah, piece of cake. Don’t give it a thought.”

Jesse said, “It’s going to take a few hours, at least. Cinder should stay with Evan tonight.”

The cop nodded. “Not a bad idea, all things considered.”

Cinder looked at each of them in turn, her expression annoyed. Then she shook it off. “Brick, thank you. I appreciate the help.”

“No problem, hon.”

“Jesse, you should not throw Evan under the bus like that.” Before Evan could protest, she turned those big eyes on him. “But I really wouldn’t mind camping out with you tonight, if that’s okay?”

Camping out with me. And she thought he might mind?

The two male cops, Jesse and Brick all stared at her with indulgent expressions. He knew exactly what they were thinking, something macho and sex inspired about a woman in distress and a guy being the big, protective hero.

Cinder would never play the role of damsel in distress, but he was relieved to know she trusted him enough to admit she wanted the company.

Right now, given the expression on her face, she didn’t have a clue where all the male minds had wandered.

Damn, he adored her. “I would have asked if Jesse had given me a chance.”

“I’m relieved, thanks.” Her gaze skittered away from his, and she cleared her throat. “Maybe you could put a brace in your own door as well, just to be extra cautious?”

“All right.” Whatever it took to make her feel secure. “Soon as we get over there, I’ll rig it somehow. Tomorrow, Brick can make me something more permanent.”

“Sure thing,” Brick agreed.

“So that’s settled, then.” As hospitably as possible, Cinder showed the cops to the door. They promised to call if they found out anything new, and for the rest of the night, they’d be sure to drive past the apartment complex while on duty. She thanked them with great sincerity, closed the door and then just stood there with her back to Evan, almost undecided on what to do next, when she was never undecided.

It bothered him.

He had a feeling her mood had more to do with him seeing her naked than with any ominous danger.

Gently, without approaching her, he asked, “Do you need to get anything together?”

She turned, bit her lip and shook her head. “No. I don’t think so.” Grabbing up her purse and pulling the strap over her shoulder, she made her preference for leaving the apartment clear. “I already showered and brushed my teeth.”

“Time for us to go, then.” Reminding himself over and over again that she needed comfort, not a sexual pursuit, Evan took her spare set of keys off the wall and handed them to Brick. “Lock up when you leave.”

“Will do.” He dropped his voice. “But get her out of here. She looks ready to jump out of her skin.”

Because he’d seen her naked. Not that he’d share that with his brother.

“Right.” Evan called to Doug, and as the dog came to him, Cate followed. “Let’s go, guys. Time to settle down for the night.” Together they crossed the hall to Evan’s apartment.

“It’s been like musical chairs today,” Cinder said. “Except we’re playing with apartments.”

Unable to take his eyes off her, Evan got her inside and locked the door. Doug made a beeline to his usual spot in front of the couch. He circled twice, tightening with each turn, then plopped down with a relieved sigh, his nose very close to his rump. Cate sprawled on her back next to him, pawed his muzzle lazily and closed her eyes.

“Looks like they’re exhausted,” Evan said.

Cinder smiled. “And so precious.”

She was precious, too. Keeping his hands to himself wasn’t easy. “They love each other.”

“I know.” She dropped her purse and went to sit on the couch. Head back, legs straight out in front of her, arms flopped at her sides, she let out a long breath. “God, what a day.”

With any luck, Evan would help her have a much more peaceful night. Whatever it took…he just had to keep reminding himself that tonight was for reassurance.

Tomorrow…tomorrow he could start an earnest pursuit.





CHAPTER THREE

AFTER BETTER CLEANING the blood off his face, and then blocking his patio door with a broom handle, Evan sat down beside Cinder. At his nearness, she felt her face heating once more. It didn’t help that he kept staring at her so intently, making her feel naked all over again.

Even while wedging that broom into place, he kept looking back at her. Since seeing her buck-ass, she doubted ten seconds had passed without his gaze roaming over her.

“What’s it to be?” He took her hand, ran his thumb over her knuckles.

Such a simple touch, not any different from the way he’d touched her many times.

But that was before she’d lost a towel in front of him.

“Bed,” he asked low, “or a little TV so you can unwind?”

Ho boy. She had a preference, all right, but she didn’t dare share it. It took all her concentration not to curl up as close to him as Cate had to Doug. “Maybe a little TV?”

“Okay.” He used the remote to turn on the set. “Anything in particular?”

Noise. That’s all she needed. Some way to block the memory of losing that towel, the image of his hot gaze roving over her in shock.

Her throat tightened. “Doesn’t matter.”

“Ooookay,” he said again, this time stretching out the word. He turned on an old movie and, still holding her hand, slouched back comfortably on the couch.

Not once did he look away from her. She became far too jittery.

“Cinder?”

“Hmmm?” Oh geez, that sounded way too loud, with forced cheerfulness. She cleared her throat. “Yes?”

“I told you to stay locked in the bathroom.”

She snorted before she could think better of it. “It was my apartment.” Someone had come into her home. Someone with nefarious intent. She barely contained a shiver of dread over what might had happened. “I couldn’t just hide.”

“You could have stayed safe.” His voice dropped to a rasp, his attention like a warm caress. “You didn’t have to jump into the middle of things.”

“I wanted to get that gun so he couldn’t use it.” There’d been no time to think. She’d taken one look at Evan tussling on the floor, blood on his head, Doug far too vulnerable, and she’d known she had to do something. Fast. “I didn’t want to take a chance on him shooting you or Doug.”

He lifted her hand to his mouth and pressed a warm kiss to her knuckles. His mouth lingered, his breath hot, soft. “It was a brave thing to do.”

She felt a tingle clear down to her toes. “You were brave. I just sort of went blank and reacted on instinct.”

“Mmm.” His mouth moved over her knuckles again. “And lost your towel.”

Was that supposed to be news to her? She pulled her hand away and frowned at him. “You keep staring at me.”

“And you keep trying to ignore that I’m staring at you.” He caught her hand again, tugged her closer and into his side. “But that pretty blush tells me you’re plenty aware of me.”

Her face got hotter still.

“Why are you embarrassed?”

She tipped her head back to give him a disbelieving glare. “Seriously, Evan? After all that, you have to ask?”

He frowned now too, but more with determination than annoyance. “I want to give you plenty of time. The rest of the night, and all of tomorrow too, if you need it. But you might as well understand right now, there’s no going back.”

Some special meaning infused those words, stealing her breath. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“We’ve been friends a long time.”

“I know.” Her heart thundered. She cherished every day with him and didn’t want to lose their closeness. “So?”

“So now I’ve seen you naked, honey. I can’t just go on pretending you’re only a friend to me.”

Only a friend? Relief tried to take over, but he wasn’t done.

“Just as I can’t pretend I don’t want you.”

The bottom fell out of her world. Jubilation mixed with mortifying memories, swamping her, tightening her chest, burning the backs of her eyes.

How could he say something like that?

He touched her hair, letting his hand trail down a thick curl. He paused at her bruised cheek, staring so intently that she felt his concern. “I’m not pressuring you, you know. No reason to look so spooked. You can have all the time you need to get used to the idea.”

“Uh…thanks?” She would never get used to that idea. Sure, most women had body issues. She’d always wished to be a few pounds lighter, a little more athletic, less…rounded. But after her last lover, well, she’d had her body issues driven home in a big way.

“Thanks?” He kept touching her in small ways, as if doing so gave him pleasure. He put a barely-there kiss to her bruised cheek, then another just below her eye. “What kind of reaction is that?”

“I don’t know.” He was so close, she could see the striations in his honey-colored eyes. “You’ve taken me by surprise, that’s all.” She knew Evan was a nice guy, so he’d never insult her—not the way she’d been insulted. And with Evan being as male as the next guy—maybe more so, at least in her opinion—a naked woman equaled thoughts of lust.

Except that she cared too much for him to blow their relationship with a quick fling. She wished it was different, because, holy smokes, she’d wanted him a long time. Sometimes she couldn’t sleep for thinking about how it’d be… .

But she wasn’t the type of woman who would ever keep him for long—except as a friend. And she wasn’t about to give up that friendship for a night or two of sex.

No matter how mind-blowing it might be.

Misunderstanding her lengthy silence, Evan reassured her. “For tonight at least, you can trust that I’ll keep my hands to myself.”

Bummer.

“I just thought it was important for you to know how I feel.”

Yeah, she got it: he felt momentarily turned on. The rush of the danger, the intimacy of seeing her nude, had affected him, as it would affect almost any guy.

But he wasn’t just any guy, not to her.

“Evan…” How did she clarify things? “You did see me, right?”

“Oh yeah.”

The way he said that… “And?”

His eyes went heavy. “You have a great body.”

Such a nice guy. “But?” she said, encouraging him to honesty.

“There’s a but?”

Her face pinched. “You know there is.”

For the longest time, he studied her. Finally he seemed to come to some decision. He sat back, putting distance between them and breaking her heart just a little.

“But,” he said, stressing the word, “your body would look even better—”

Here it comes. She braced herself to hear him say: If you lost weight. If you did some cardio. If your figure wasn’t so overblown—

“—under mine.”

That bombshell turned her spine into a noodle, and she slumped against him. “What?”

“Or over mine.” He warmed to the subject. “Your naked body could only look better if it was against my naked body.” He reached for her. “In fact, naked or not, I want your body closer.”

He pulled her right up and into his lap.

Surprised, she let him arrange her comfortably, almost as if she was a tiny person instead of a full-figured, grown woman. “Evan?”

“You have a totally kicking body. Smoking hot. No ‘but’ to it.” He kissed her hard and fast, sort of annoyed but also determined. “How could you not know that?”

“I’m…” No way would she insult herself, so what could she say? “I’m not slim.”

“No, thank God.”

Was he being obtuse on purpose? “You know women are expected—”

“To be sexy,” he interrupted. “And you are.” He tunneled a hand into her hair, careful not to hurt her stitches. He lifted her face to his. “In your clothes, you’re hot enough to drive me nuts. But without clothes…Damn, Cinder, that’s not something I’m ever going to forget.”

She blinked at him. “You mean—”

“I want to see you again. At my leisure. While I have permission to touch as well as look.”

He sounded so sincere. “Touch as well as…?”

“Look. Oh, and taste.” He used his pinkie to brush back one curl. “I really want to taste you, too.”

This time the heat flooding her body wasn’t embarrassment. And if he truly enjoyed her figure, then that changed everything, didn’t it?

He shook his head at her disconcerted look. “News flash, Cinder. I want you. I’ve wanted you since the first day we met.”

She drew back to better see him. “No way.”

“What am I, blind? Of course I did. Like I said, you’re hot. But you’re also adorably funny and smart and caring.”

“You never said anything!”

“You didn’t seem receptive, so I’ve tried to be noble.”

The idea of so much wasted time choked her. “Noble?”

He nodded with grave sincerity. “Lots of sleepless nights on my end. But like I said, seeing you in the raw—now all bets are off. If you hadn’t been through hell today, I’d be giving it my best shot to get you into bed. Or laid out on this couch.”

That sounded pretty awesome to her.

“But you need some time.”

Was he nuts? “No I don’t,” she rushed to assure him.

The corner of his mouth kicked up. “No?”

She shook her head hard and fast. “I’m fine.” All hot and bothered, but otherwise, no problem. “I swear.”

“You’re bruised. You have stitches.” He lifted her arm to kiss the marks there, too. “You’ve had an upset.”

Her mouth opened twice with nothing coming out. What could she say? Screw the stitches and the bruises, she wanted him? Maybe. “I don’t care about any of that.”

“You’re not sore?”

Heck no. The second he’d gotten her into his lap, every ache and pain had ceased to exist. “No.” She put a hand to his solid chest. “Not anymore.”

He grinned outright. “So you want me, too?”

“Of course.”

His grin slipped. Suspicion darkened his eyes. “Why do you say it like that?”

“Pfft.” She caressed his chest, over that rock-solid shoulder. It hadn’t escaped her notice that he wore only jeans and a white T-shirt. She loved how the cotton shirt hugged his chest and shoulders, the way it fit across his back. “Not only are you smart and funny and so incredibly nice, the nicest guy I’ve ever known, but look at you.” She barely repressed a sigh. “What woman wouldn’t want you?”

A frown crept over his brow. “I could say the same about men wanting you.” It wasn’t her shoulder he reached for.

His big, hot hand curved over her breast.

She went still on the outside, all aflutter on the inside. “Evan.”

“I’m asking again, honey.” His thumb brushed over her nipple. “How come you don’t realize how beautiful you are?”

He actually expected her to talk while he did that? Not easy. “Because…I’m not dumb.” Throwing his words back at him, she added, “Or blind.”

“Meaning?”

She swallowed back a groan. “I know I’m not the standard size.”

“Hate to break it to you, honey, but women don’t have a standard size.” His thumb continued to play with her. “And men appreciate the variety.”

That was exactly how she’d always felt! “Maybe. But they appreciate skinnier women more.”

“Who says?” He reached down and slipped his hand up under her shirt, so that now he touched bare skin.

Oh wow. Her eyes closed as his fingers stroked over her. His palm was so hot, a little rough.

“Cinder?”

“I don’t know. Society?”

“But I’m the only one here.” He stroked down to her waist, back and over her hip. “And I’m not keen on all of society ever seeing you in the buff.”

“I didn’t mean that.”

“Thank God.” He hugged her close, tucking her head under his chin. “So someone has made you feel less than perfect? Tell me who.”

“No one is perfect.”

“You are. So tell me who said otherwise.”

What did it matter now? “Just an ex.” She breathed in his scent and wanted to eat him alive. “It was shortly before I met you.” And she hadn’t dated since.

Evan was silent a moment. “You’re still hung up on him?”

“No!” Shuddering with revulsion, she said, “Not even close.”

He tangled his fingers in her hair again to gently massage her scalp. “Then what does it matter what he thought?”

She couldn’t believe him. “You really want to talk about this now?” A wiggle against his erection made her meaning clear.

“Yeah, I do. I’ve been thinking about getting you in bed so long that, once we hit the sheets, I don’t want you to be shy.” He held her tighter. “So sit still, stop tormenting me and tell me what the bozo said that was enough to derail all the interest I’ve shown.”

“I didn’t know you were showing that kind of interest.”

“My point, exactly.” He palmed her rear. “Now, give over, so we can get to the bed part of this disclosure.”

Far as encouragement went, that was a doozy. “Okay, fine. He was…cruel.” She did not want to give details. “That’s all.”

“That’s all?” He tipped her back. “Tell me.”

Reliving that awful day wasn’t easy, but she supposed Evan deserved an explanation—albeit a shortened version. “We’d dated for a few months, mostly hanging out at my place or his.”

He scowled. “Sort of like what you and I do?”

“I’m low-key, I guess. I enjoying hanging out at home.”

Disgruntled, he said, “Me too.” And then, “But I hope that’s where the resemblance ends.”

“Believe me, it is.” She put her head on his shoulder so she wouldn’t have to look at him. “I thought things were going along great. Then one night I went out to dinner with a lot of people from the hospital. We ran into him all cozy and intimate in a bar with another woman.”

Evan grunted. “Jerk.”

“It was so embarrassing. He’d been drinking, so maybe that’s part of why he was so nasty about things. But he broke it off by telling his current date that I was just…” Her words trailed off.

Evan kissed her, not so hard and definitely not as fast as before. She curled her fingers into his shirt and held on.

When he lifted his mouth, he breathed deep. “What did he say?”

“He said a lot, and I won’t repeat it word for word.” She would never voice the awful litany of insults. “But the gist of it was that a woman my size was desperate and made it easy on him…you know, to get laid. He said he assumed I knew he wouldn’t be interested in a cow like me, not for anything…public.” She tucked herself in closer to Evan. “Because he didn’t want to be seen with me.”

Evan’s arms tightened around her. “You know I wouldn’t mind demolishing him a little for you.”

She shook her head. Evan was not a bully, and he didn’t pick fights with idiots. She knew he’d said it only as a way to soothe the memory of the insult. “Everyone stared at me. And sure, some of them protested that, saying he was an abusive drunk. But they also…felt sorry for me.”

“Because he’d deliberately embarrassed you, not because anything he said was true.”

In her heart, she knew that. Her associates at work were good people who genuinely liked her. But the humiliation had struck deep.

Standing, Evan took her hands and pulled her from the couch. “Come on.”

“Where?”

“To my bedroom.” He looked her over. “To my bed.”

“Oh.” ’Bout damn time. She’d rather do that than rehash old hurts any day. “Okay.”

As she stepped over Doug, he lifted his head, as always aware of her and what she did.

“Just a second.” She knelt down to the dog. “Stay, okay?” She scratched his neck, rubbed an ear. “I promise I won’t be far away. You can rest now.”

He looked at Evan, his furry expression somehow worried, then reassured. He let out a doggy sigh and went back to sleep. Cinder stroked his neck, gave Cate a pet and stood again. The animals trusted Evan, with everything.

With her.

How could she not do the same?





CHAPTER FOUR

IN THE BEDROOM, Evan closed the door so they wouldn’t get a surprise visit from one of the animals. He said to Cinder, “Now that we’re here, I don’t want any interruptions.”

“Okay.” She remained by the door, her small, bare feet together, her hands clasped behind her, her hair hanging in sexy disarray around her beautiful face. “Your head feels okay?”

She had more injuries than he did. Did she really think he’d complain when she didn’t? Or that he could even feel discomfort when she stood in his bedroom, ready to get intimate with him? He’d waited so long to be with her, loving her for what felt like forever, that not much could have slowed him down now. She wanted him. That was all he needed to know. “I’m fine. Great.”

“Me too.”

Urgency kept his blood thrumming, but he knew he had to do this right. He wanted more than just the here and now. He wanted an eternity. “Understand something, Cinder.” Hungry for the sight of her again, he turned on the bedside lamp, then walked toward the window to close the blinds. “I’m not talking about one night. I’m going to feel the same in the morning, and the morning after that.”

Probably a few times during the night as well. But she needed some rest, and he didn’t want to be too greedy.

She searched his face, nodded. “Okay.”

She kept agreeing to everything—but he wanted more than agreement. He wanted full participation.

“What you’re wearing.” He nodded at her big, loose pajama pants paired with an even bigger T-shirt. “Is that a choice for comfort, or because you want to hide?”

She looked down at her shirt as if confused. “I was getting ready for bed.”

Tonight, she’d sleep in the nude—but he saw no reason to tell her that yet. “Earlier, you wore a sweatshirt two sizes too big.”

“You don’t like my clothes?”

“I like you. Everything about you.” With them now sealed off in his room, their privacy assured, Evan approached her again. “Sometimes the stuff you wear is almost a tease, hiding more than it shows. And now that I know what it’s hiding, it’ll be especially provocative.”

Realization dawned in her big, dark eyes. “You want to make sure I’m not being insecure?” She smiled up at him. “That’s so sweet.”

At the moment, with a straining hard-on, he felt far from sweet. “Are you?”

She put a hand to his chest to give him a tentative stroke. It seemed she enjoyed touching him almost as much as he enjoyed touching her.

“After wearing a uniform all day, I like to get comfortable in easy clothes, that’s all. But like most women, I enjoy dressing up every now and then.”

“I’ve never seen you dressed up.”

“Probably because I haven’t dated since…well, you know.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Not since the jerk.”

Damn, but he’d love to see her in a skirt, her shapely legs in heels. He’d make it happen, and soon—after he took the edge off with a few days of endless sex. He’d take her out to dinner, the movies, maybe get her to a club and show her off.

Yeah, he liked that idea—especially knowing what her ex had said to her. The bastard. Evan hadn’t been kidding when he’d said he’d take the guy apart. But he also saw no reason for her to waste even a second more thinking about a guy now in her past—where he’d stay.

“Let’s forget him, okay?” He took her mouth, hot and slow and deep. She went on tiptoes to get more, her hands clenching on his shoulders, her lush breasts pressed against his chest.

Filling his hands with her incredible backside, he lifted her more so that her soft belly aligned with his erection. He shifted against her, stroking himself and her both.

When she groaned, he said, “How about we lose the shirt for now?” Going slow, giving her time to protest, he caught the hem and eased it up.

Breathing fast, Cinder raised her arms to help him. He tossed it aside, and then just looked at her. The loose-waisted pajama pants hung down on her hips, leaving her midsection bared. He devoured the sight of her softly rounded belly, the small navel, how her rib cage expanded with each hungry breath.

That incredible rack.

“Damn.” Using both hands, he traced the flare of her hips, the indentation of her waist, up to her heavy breasts. She was a stacked handful and then some. Firm and full. Her pink nipples puckered tight, and he had to bend down to taste her.

Against her flesh, he murmured, “Beautiful.”

She sucked in three deep breaths, and said on a sigh, “I’m so glad you think so.”

Damn it, but he couldn’t let her shortchange herself. He raised his head up again to stare at her. “You realize both Jesse and Brick think you’re hot, too.”

That threw her. “They don’t!”

“So did those cops.”

Her face colored. “No way.”

Evan braced one hand on the wall beside her head and used the other hand to delve down into her pajama pants. Now more than ever he appreciated her preference for loose, comfortable clothing.

She shivered, gasped, then dropped back to the wall.

While he touched her silky skin, he spoke to her. “It’s kind of cute how oblivious you are to this stuff.” He traced the sweet contours of her ass, then around a hipbone to her lower belly. He met her gaze. “I’m not oblivious, though. When you said you’d like to camp out with me, they all shared a look. Know what that look was?”

She shook her head.

“Envy.” He let his hand drift lower, over her pubic curls. “Brick knows I’ve been hot on your tail for a while. He’s heckled me endlessly for not making a move before this.”

She opened her mouth to say something, but he pressed a finger into her and she ended up gasping.

“We all noticed how comfortable you are with Brick and Jesse, but you treat me with more caution.”

“Evan.” Her fingers dug into his shoulders. “Can’t we talk about this later?”

Smiling to himself, he kissed the fragrant skin of her throat, her stubborn jaw, that awful bruise on her cheek. “They told me if I didn’t quit dragging my feet—” he pressed a second finger into her “—some rich doctor would steal you away.”

Knotting her hands in his shirt, she pulled him closer. “I don’t care about any doctors, so hush it and kiss me.”

“Yes ma’am.” He took her mouth hotly, his tongue delving just as his fingers delved—until he felt her hand on the front of his jeans. Even that, a curious brush of her fingers through the thick denim of his jeans, had him on the ragged edge. “Cinder…”

Almost in slow motion, her eyes staring into his, she opened the snap and eased his zipper down. “I want you naked too, you know.”

He locked his knees, drew a deep breath. “Fair enough.” Before she could actually get hold of him—which would probably be the end of him—he put a little space between them and peeled his shirt off over his head.

“I love looking at you.”

The breathless way she said that seduced him as surely as a touch. “I’m glad.” He pushed her pajama pants down, taking her panties with them. “Step out.”

With no show of uncertainty, she bared herself again.

Seeing her naked at the worst of times was one thing. Seeing her naked now, in his bedroom, knowing he’d soon have her, was something altogether different. The impact nearly leveled him.

He reached for her.

She held out a hand and laughed. “Off with the jeans.” She went past him to the bed. “I’ve waited long enough.”

Red-hot lust smoldered, but it was her emotional effect that took him to a fevered pitch. He watched her climb up to the middle of his bed, her smile coy, her eyes bright with desire, and he knew he wanted to see her there, looking at him just like that, for the rest of his life.

But first things first: he shed the jeans with haste.

“Wow.” Cinder stared at him so hotly, his erection flexed in reaction. “Evan?”

“Yeah?”

“Hurry up.”

It was almost enough to make him laugh, but not quite. He got three condoms from his dresser drawer and dropped two on the nightstand. As he tore open the third, he said, “I’d like to promise this will be perfect, but I’m so far gone, I just don’t know.”

In an innocently seductive pose, she rested back on her elbows, her legs shifting restlessly. “I don’t need perfection, Evan. I just need you.” She held her arms open to him, and he was a goner.

Protection in place, he came down over her, gathered her up close to his heart and kissed her the way he’d wanted to for far too long. So many times he’d thought of having her here. He’d always planned to go slow, to overwhelm her with pleasure and passion.

But as he settled into the enticing cradle of her parted thighs, he knew he’d seriously overestimated his control. Her hands were all over him, his all over her. He licked her nipples, sucked, greedier by the second.

Moaning, she hooked one leg over his and arched up.

Evan felt the wetness of her, heard her small sounds of need, breathed in her aroused scent. Reaching between her thighs, he parted her slick lips, opened her and thrust in.

For a heartbeat, they both stilled, suspended on the sharp pleasure as he filled her. He felt their heartbeats sync up. He felt her fingers tighten on his shoulders.

Cinder broke first on a long, vibrating groan. She rolled her hips, taking more of him, urging him to start the rhythm they both needed. He took her mouth while thrusting hard and deep. She anchored herself by locking her ankles at the small of his back.

All too soon he felt her tightening, and it both amazed him and turned him on more. She freed her mouth to cry out, her neck arching, her blond hair spilling out around her head.

There wasn’t a single shy or reserved thing about the way she came, and it pushed him into pleasurable oblivion with her. He stiffened his arms, put his head back and growled out a mind-numbing release.

Seconds, maybe minutes later, little aftershocks of pleasure continued to ripple through Cinder. Evan became aware of her kissing his shoulder, and of the dog scratching at the door.

“Doug’s worried about you,” he murmured, and he nuzzled her throat, relishing the feel of her, all soft and warm around him, under him.

With him.

“He’s not used to hearing me…” The words fell off.

Was she back to being shy? “Come?”

She bit him again, not as softly this time, then sucked at the small sting.

Evan shuddered. “It’s okay, Doug,” he managed to call to the dog. “She’ll be out in a minute.”

Doug barked.

Her tongue moved over his neck one last time. “Okay, okay,” she said so Doug would hear her voice. “I’m on my way.” She tried to move out from under Evan.

“You’re not going anywhere.” Evan came up to his elbows. “Doug can join us in here if you want, but you’ll be sleeping next to me.”

“Sleeping, huh?”

Such a sexy tease. “At least for an hour or so.”

Trailing a hand down his back, she sighed. “I can accept that, I guess.”

He looked into her sated eyes, down to her pale shoulders and her now softened nipples, and whispered, “Then again, might not take a whole hour at all.”

She tried to say, “Good,” but the word tangled with a big yawn.

The evidence of her exhaustion caught Evan, and he could do no more than hug her tightly for a few moments. “You need some sleep.”

“We all do.” She returned his hug just as fiercely. “Doug prefers to sleep on the floor, not the bed, but he’s used to being in the room with me.”

“Not a problem.” Sitting up beside her, he said, “I’ll take him out one more time first. Make use of my bathroom if you like. Do…whatever it is you do before bed. I’ll be right back.”

“Evan, wait.” Looking well tumbled, she sat up. Her gaze went from him to the window and back again. “Be careful, okay?”

After finally making love to Cinder Bratt, it’d be so easy for him to concentrate on the wonderful parts of the day instead of how she’d been frightened, her life threatened.

The bruises she’d sustained.

One look at her face and he knew it was again uppermost in her mind.

“I’ll take my keys and lock the door behind me. Give me five minutes and I’ll be back, okay?”

As if she felt foolish, she ducked her face. “Okay.”

Evan tipped up her chin to kiss her. “No hiding from me, remember? Not your body, not your thoughts.”

“I’m not.” She let out an uneasy breath. “It’s just that, for a little while there, I forgot all about it.”

He was glad. “Five minutes. And, Cinder?”

“Hmmm?”

“Don’t bother getting dressed again.”





CHAPTER FIVE

BRIGHT SECURITY LIGHTS illuminated the parking lot and the surrounding grassy area that the tenants’ pets used. The rain had passed, but dark clouds still concealed the moon. Evan held Cate in one arm and Doug’s leash with the other. Since the dog went about his business without a care, Evan knew he didn’t need to worry about the intruder being anywhere near.

The building was mostly silent, with only the sounds of cars passing by on the street to break the peacefulness of the humid night. Consumed in pleasurable thoughts—all of them centered around Cinder—he stood silent until he noticed Jesse and Brick coming out of the building, talking quietly to each other.

They saw him right off, gave him a quick, speculative once-over and grinned while walking toward him.

“Shut up,” Evan said as soon as they got close.

Jesse took Cate from him. “Is she sleeping?”

“Probably not yet.” Given her worry, she wouldn’t let herself fall asleep until he returned. “But soon.”

Brick nodded at his neck. “I suppose I shouldn’t comment on that love bite.”

Thinking of how she’d kissed him, he touched his neck. So she’d marked him? He kind of liked that. “Best that you don’t.” Cinder was off-limits for a whole lot of things, and Brick understood that. Not that it stopped him.

“Can I just say—”

“No.”

“—that I’m glad.” He squeezed Evan’s shoulder. “That you two hooked up, I mean.”

Evan measured his brother’s lack of jesting, saw he was totally sincere, and nodded. In all things important, Brick backed him up. Cinder was important. The most important person in his life.

“I like her,” Brick added. “A lot.”

Jesse nodded. “Same here. It’s like she’s been part of the family for a while, you know?”

Damn. They were marrying him off when he’d only just gotten her into bed. “You aren’t family,” Evan told Jesse.

“Just like.”

True enough. But he wasn’t going to go into anything that heavy tonight. Cinder didn’t need Jesse or Brick steamrolling her. “Her place is all locked up?”

Brick grinned, nudged Jesse and grinned some more. “Notice how he dodged things there?”

“Jumped topics real quick,” Jesse agreed. “Maybe his brain is sluggish from satisfaction.”

Not even close. His brain, his body, were both still buzzing. “I told her you two thought she was hot.”

The most comical looks came over their faces.

Jesse handed Cate back to him. “How the hell did that come up?”

Now that he had the control again, Evan grinned. He wasn’t about to share Cinder’s private history with anyone else. That’d be up to her if she chose to do so. “Just letting you know where things stand.”

“Why?”

“Because she’ll be staying with me.”

A slow grin came over Jesse’s face. “For how long?”

If he had his way…forever. But he wasn’t there yet. He and Cinder had a whole lot of talking to do before he could spring that on her. “I don’t know. But until her attacker is found, I can use that excuse to keep her close.”

“And after he’s caught?” Brick asked.

“I’ll figure out something.”

Doug finished, kicked around a little dirt, and started leading him back into the apartment. The big dog really did want to turn in.

Evan tossed a doggy pickup bag at Brick. “Do the honors, will you?”

Appalled, Brick looked at the bag, then the ground. “For Cinder.” He scowled. “But just this once.”

“I’ll let her know how special she is.” Evan laughed. “Thanks for hanging around, guys. Appreciate it.” He propped Cate on his shoulder, opened the door and reentered the building. Cinder opened his apartment door for him when he reached it. She wore her T-shirt, but nothing else.

When she unleashed Doug, Evan got a few peeks of her behind. Amazingly enough, he felt himself stirring. She needed her sleep, so he ignored the reaction of his body and instead concentrated on getting her back to bed.

Together, they settled the animals and locked up the apartment. Cate chose to sleep by Doug, both of them on the floor at the foot of the bed.

Evan didn’t mention the T-shirt, but Cinder surprised him by stripping it off before crawling under the covers with him.

With the naturalness of a longstanding relationship, she cuddled up close, her arm over his chest, her head on his shoulder.

“Evan?”

He kissed the top of her head. “Hmmm?”

“I’m very glad to be here with you.”

A nice start—and a perfect opening. The room was dark, quiet, intimate. “Will you stay here with me?”

Uncertainty throbbed in the air. “You mean…tonight?”

Forever. “Until they catch the guy who broke in.”

Her fingers played over his chest. “That could be awhile.”

“It’s not a problem for me.”

She shifted, looking up at him in the darkness. He touched her mouth, grazed his fingertips over her bruised cheek.

“Stay with me, Cinder. Please.”

Two heartbeats passed before she snuggled back into his side. With emotion thick in her voice, she said, “Thank you. I’d love that.”

Now that they had that settled, she yawned.

Evan said, “Go to sleep, honey. I’ll be right here.”

And just like that, she did.

* * *

CINDER CAME IN from an early shift to find Jesse, Brick and Evan all in the apartment. They were in the kitchen talking, laughing. It wasn’t uncommon for them to be around, usually on the weekends, but occasionally during the week, too.

She’d been with Evan for three weeks now and still they hadn’t caught the guy who’d come after her. It was a scary thought, but she was almost resigned to the fact that they might never find him.

And if they didn’t, then what? She couldn’t just stay with Evan indefinitely. Not that he seemed in a hurry for her to leave. But it felt like a torturous type of limbo, to be unsure of when her situation might change.

Doug, the only one to hear her come in, greeted her with barking enthusiasm. He certainly loved staying with Evan and Cate. In no time at all, he’d acclimated, and now Cinder was just using her apartment as a big closet for her clothes and furniture. They rarely went there—and yet, she hadn’t mentioned giving it up.

Setting aside her purse and keys, Cinder sat on the foyer floor so Doug could drape himself across her lap. Cate crawled up to her shoulder, her face in Cinder’s hair. “Such a warm greeting,” she teased the animals, while giving them each the attention they wanted.

All three men emerged from the kitchen, already smiling toward her, their expressions accepting, indulgent.

Such great guys.

Given they were here now, she assumed they’d have a night in, and she was glad. Not that she hadn’t enjoyed the “dates” Evan had insisted on. Mostly she preferred the long walks in the park with the animals, or just hanging at the apartment with friends. But dancing at the club on occasion was nice too, especially with the way Evan looked at her when she wore heels and a skirt. He was always so complimentary, he left her blushing.

But then, he looked at her the same when she wore jeans. Or pajamas.

Or nothing at all.

She thought he probably wanted to prove he wasn’t like her ex. Not that he needed to. She loved him—she knew the difference.

“Everything okay?” Jesse asked her.

Realizing that she’d been lost in thought, Cinder grinned. “Oh, yeah. I’m great.” And she was. Tired, but oh so happy. She stretched. “It was a long day, that’s all.” But how could any day go wrong when it ended with her at Evan’s apartment? With Evan. She gave a sappy sigh.

Watching her in that concentrating way of his, Evan walked over and offered her a hand up. She let him haul her back to her feet—and into his arms for a proper greeting.

“I’m glad you’re home,” he said against her mouth, and kissed her again.

Home. His home, not really hers.

Maybe she should just come right out and ask him if the arrangements were permanent.

Brick rubbed his hands together. “Now that you two have the smooching out of the way, I hope you’re hungry. I brought over steaks.”

Yeah…she’d talk to him about their living arrangements—after they were alone. “I’m starving. We were so busy today, I didn’t get much time for lunch.”

“The grill’s already hot,” Brick told her. “You’ve probably got fifteen minutes before we eat.”

Doug barked at the door, whined.

“Perfect timing.” She took his leash off the wall. “I’ll take him out, then change clothes before we join you.”

But as she opened the door, Doug lunged forward, almost yanking her off her feet. Cinder held him tighter, confused—and suddenly Evan was there. In one smooth move he handed her Cate and relieved her of the leash. Brick stood with him. Both men looked like thunderclouds.

Cate sank her claws into Cinder’s arm, hissing in upset at the way Doug behaved.

Jesse took her elbow. “Come back inside, hon.”

“But what…?” Doug continued with an awful racket, barking and snarling—and suddenly it hit her. The intruder. “Oh my God.”

While holding her with one hand, Jesse used his other to make a call on his cell.

Evan’s gaze met hers. “Wait with Jesse.”

“No.”

As if they had it all planned out, each with an assigned role, the men moved in an orchestrated manner. Jesse nudged her back into the doorway, Brick tried to block her. And Evan…Evan allowed Doug to lead him down the hallway toward the front door.

Oh, no, no, no. She watched in horror as Doug yanked at the leash, doing his utmost to get free.

“Wait!” She pulled away from Jesse. When Evan glanced back at her, he wore such an unyielding scowl that she didn’t bother trying to deter him with reason. Instead, she cuddled Cate closer and squared her shoulders. “I won’t have my dog hurt.”

“He won’t be,” Brick told her. “Look at the lot. It’s daylight still. People are out and about. But someone is lurking, and Doug knows it. Let him do his thing, Cinder.”

She said, “Doug,” in pleading tones, but he paid her no attention. He wanted to be free to attack.

Brick stepped in front of her, and with some male-inspired meaning, said, “Let Evan do his thing, too. Okay?”

What in the world was his thing?

“The cops are on the way,” Jesse announced.

That did little to ease her reservations. “What if he still has a gun?” What if, this time, he used that gun?

“We can’t let him get away,” Evan told her. The force of his determination showed in every rigid line of his body. “Not this time.”

“Oh God.” What to do, Cinder wondered. Jesse continued to hold her arm, but she wasn’t dumb. If they were hell-bent on a showdown, she wasn’t going to race out and get in the way. However, she did turn in a rush and race to the patio doors to look out.

Jesse secured the front door and joined her. Together, their ears touching near the glass, they watched as Evan and Brick strode out. The men refrained from talking, almost as if they didn’t know each other. Evan pulled a resistant Doug to the grassy area, but Doug had no intention of doing his business. Not right now.

Brick circled around to his truck and got behind the wheel.

“What are they doing?” Cinder asked.

“Thanks to Doug, they know right where he’s at, but they don’t want him to know they’re on to him yet.”

She looked at her dog, at how he strained toward an old white station wagon parked farther down the lot. “Oh.”

“Don’t worry, honey. They won’t let Doug get hurt—but they also won’t let the guy get away.”

“Okay.” Now it sort of made sense…a little.

In amazement, Cinder watched as Brick pulled his big truck around—and stopped in front of the car with his passenger side nearly touching the hood, blocking it in. He turned off the truck and got out, but stayed behind the cab.

Evan and Doug joined him, and now that he had gotten his way, Doug showed more manners. He stopped the awful racket, but kept the leash taut. Evan said something to him, patted his flank, and Doug sat beside him.

Huh. When had he taught Doug that trick?

“Smart dog,” Jesse told her. “Now all they have to do is wait. Cops should be here any minute.”

Pride filled her. She stroked a fractious Cate. “Hear that, baby? Doug is a hero.” Cate nestled closer to her neck, and Cinder sympathized. She knew just how the cat felt.

Police sirens sounded, and a second later, two cruisers pulled into the lot.

Suddenly the driver of the car caught on. A little panicked, knowing he couldn’t drive away, he opened his door and tried to run. Even from the distance, she saw that remarkable snake tattoo on his neck.

Cinder almost panicked herself—until she saw the officers giving chase, not Doug. Evan continued to hold the dog back.

Protecting him—which she should have realized was his intent. Evan loved Doug.

Did he love her, too?

Another police car showed up on the other side of the fleeing intruder.

Cornered, he reached into his pocket, possibly for a gun—and got hit with a Taser that wrung a guttural scream from his throat, bowed his back and then dropped him flat.

Wide-eyed, Cinder stared in horror at the big man now on the ground. “Wow.”

With her attacker now subdued, Jesse asked, “Want to go check it out?”

Not really, but she could tell that he did. “I guess.” With grave uncertainty, she put Cate on the couch, tucked between some pillows so she’d feel secure. She followed Jesse, who grinned ear to ear as he strode out to the lot. Men.

Doug had his ears up in an alert, fascinated way, watching as the man was handcuffed and lifted back to his feet. Everyone could see the tattoo, which for Cinder was proof enough. But the attentive officer also fished a wallet from his pocket. “It’s him.”

“The same guy from the hospital?” Evan asked.

“According to his ID, yeah.”

The dog suddenly turned, saw Cinder standing there, and loped over to greet her. Evan followed.

Her stomach was still in knots, and a crazy shakiness had invaded her limbs.

Evan pulled her in close. “It’s over.”

Yes…she feared it was. All of it.

With her head resting against his chest, she said, “I guess it’s safe for me to use my own apartment now.”

He went still, but not for long. “Come on. We need to talk.” They reached the patio doors before Cinder realized that both Brick and Jesse had followed, too.

Jesse opened the door and waited for her to enter. Doug leaped ahead, met by Cate. Evan unleashed him. “It’s amazing how they communicate.”

“They love each other,” Cinder said, then bit her lip because that L word landed like a thunderclap in the otherwise quiet apartment.

Brick closed the door, then stood there, arms crossed as if barring escape. “Yeah, they do.”

Unsure what else to do, Cinder went to the couch, but sat on the floor in front of it. She scooped up Cate, and Doug crawled across her lap.

Evan dropped down to sit beside her. “I couldn’t stand the idea of that creep still out there, possibly showing up again.”

“Always a threat.” She swallowed hard. “I know.”

“He’s gone now, though.” Evan touched her hair, brushed it back behind her ear. “So yeah, you don’t need to stay here to be safe.”

Blast. It wasn’t easy fashioning a smile past her regret, but she got her lips to move. “Thanks to you guys.”

“Thanks to Doug,” Evan corrected.

Brick stepped forward. “Cate and Doug are used to being together now.”

Evan said, “They see each other daily anyway.” He brought her face around to his. “You don’t need to live with me for the animals to stay together.”

“Very true.” With her heart aching, she looked down at his mouth rather than meet his steady gaze. “They were together long before we brought them home.”

Jesse stood alongside Brick. “You guys aren’t just friends anymore.”

“No, we aren’t.” Evan slid his hand around and into her hair, his thumb brushing her jaw. “But she doesn’t need to live with me for us to keep dating.”

“You more than date, damn it.”

Why did Brick and Jesse sound so angry? She glanced at them both, and frowned at their identical expressions. “You guys could give us some privacy, you know.”

Brick snorted.

Jesse said, “I thought you were happy living here.”

Now even Doug and Cate looked at her, and she felt like a spectacle. “I haven’t actually moved in.” Sure, she slept with Evan every night and woke with him in the morning. They had amazing sexual chemistry together. They shared meals and they shared responsibilities.

But that wasn’t the same as actually living with him. It wasn’t a…commitment.

“I still have my apartment, filled with my belongings,” she pointed out. “Most of what I own is just across the hall at my place.”

Evan tipped up her chin so she had to meet his gaze. “You love them both.”

His mood, as with his statement, confused her. “Doug and Cate? Or do you mean Jesse and Brick?”

He looked comical for a moment, then determined. “All of them.”

Softening, she nodded. “I really do.”

Jesse and Brick held themselves silent and very still.

Evan’s breath came out. “And what about me?”

Whoa. He’d just dropped that out there like it was nothing. And now he watched her in that deep concentration, his gaze boring into hers as if he could read her thoughts before she voiced them.

She curled her fingers into his shirt and felt the furious pounding of his heart. Hers immediately matched it. “Yes.”

The tension lifted from his expression. His dark eyes brightened. “You love me?”

She wouldn’t lie to him, ever. “Hopelessly. Madly. Forever.”

He put his arms around her, and since she held the dog and cat, they got encompassed as well. “I love you, too.”

“So,” Brick said, his tone gruff, “guess I can go ahead and put on those steaks to cook.”

Softly, almost with reverence, Jesse said, “I’ll help.”

Doug stuck his head up between Cinder and Evan, pelting them both with doggy breath before stepping away to join Brick and Jesse in the kitchen. As always, Cate crawled up and out of the huddle to follow him.

With Cinder still locked close to his chest, Evan said, “You’ll give up the lease on your apartment?”

“Yes.”

He put his forehead to hers. “And will you marry me?”

Her heart felt so full, she thought she might burst. “I would love to.”

Around a satisfied smile, he said, “I’m probably rushing you, but how would you feel about us getting a house together? Maybe one with a nice, big backyard for Doug and Cate to play in.”

“That sounds wonderful.” Then, harking back to a comment he’d made long ago, she smiled up at him. “On one condition.”

Unconcerned, Evan pulled her up and into his lap. “And what’s that?”

“I love Doug and Cate. I love Jesse and Brick. And I most especially love you.” She gave him a quick kiss. “But we will not be adopting a horse to name Horace.” And because she knew anything with Evan would be perfection, she added, “At least, not anytime too soon.”

Their combined laughter filled the apartment, and though neither of them noticed, both Jesse and Brick, along with Cate and Doug, stood in the doorway, watching them, smiling, and very satisfied with the outcome.

* * * * *
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CHAPTER ONE

The warm, muggy night closed around him, leaving his shirt damp in places. Sweat prickled the back of his neck. Inside Freddie’s he’d find air conditioning, but he’d never again take fresh air for granted. He valued every single breath of humid air that filled his lungs.

The moon climbed the black sky as time slipped by. How much time, he didn’t know: he’d stopped keeping track the second he saw her. Headlights from the occasional passing car came near him, but didn’t intrude on the shadows where he stood.

Transfixed by her.

In the short time he’d locked eyes on her, a dozen fantasies had formed—most of them based on her naked lips, the way she occasionally pursed them, how she twisted her lips to the side in frustration, even how she blew out a breath. The whole package was nice… but it was her mouth that kept him unmoving, staring. Imagining.

Slight of build, she served as a bright spot in the dark gloom. Understated and yet something struck him as undeniably sexy.

Once he’d noticed her, he couldn’t look away.

After speaking softly into a phone, she bit her plump bottom lip, and her expression showed frustrated defeat.

The lady had made several consecutive calls. Was she in need of assistance? Given the way she’d circled a car, occasionally glaring at it, he thought she did. Judging by her frown, there wouldn’t be any help on the way.

Since getting out of prison a year ago, Mitch had spent an excess of time with women. Hell, next to fresh air, freedom and steak, sex topped his list. He’d immersed himself in human contact, the gentleness, the carnality.

He’d taken satisfaction in pleasing someone else while abating a base need. Hell, watching a woman come gave him as much pleasure as his own release.

So he’d gotten his fill and then some—all while making plans to change the course of his life. To make it better. To carve out a meaningful future.

Here he was, where he needed to be, determined, resolute… and sidetracked by a gorgeous woman.

That in itself left him edgy with curiosity. No other woman had snagged his attention this way. He knew zip about her, and yet seeing her had heat building beneath his skin.

He tried to look away, but his attention kept zeroing back.

Freaking bizarre.

It was like seeing something you hadn’t known you wanted, but immediately recognizing it as necessary.

Even dressed in jeans, a T-shirt and flip flops, he knew the lady had nothing in common with him. Innocence all but screamed from her slender body and reserved manner. To someone with his jaded background, that put her in the “do not touch” category.

His fingers curled and his palms burned. Yeah, he wanted to touch her despite that.

And he didn’t look away.

From the shadowed corner just outside the bar, he watched her thumb dial another number into her phone. While holding the phone to her ear, she paced. The overhead glow of the security light touched her in select places, alternately highlighted and then shadowing her understated curves.

High cheekbones framed a slender, straight nose. She tucked a few drifting curls behind a small ear. Though rounded, he saw the mulish determination in her stubborn little chin.

And that mouth… thoughts of it under his mouth—and on his body—tightened his jaw until his molars ached.

For the first time in years, he wondered if he could put off his agenda for a bit, say something to her, see if there was something between them despite the seemingly obvious road blocks.

Opposites attract, and all that.

He’d made this trip a center point for a new future

In this Podunk town he’d subtly uncovered what he could about Brodie and Jack Crews. That was the priority, after all. Moving forward, leaving the past behind. It started with the Crews brothers. Hitting the bar tonight might have gained him more insight into them.

But would a slight detour—the type with long curly brown hair and a sweet little body—matter so much?

If he listened to his dick, the answer was no. His balls were giving a resounding “go for it” as well.

His head though… Hell, his head claimed he could afford a delay. In the grand scheme of things, it wouldn’t matter.

Since arriving in town, he’d discovered that the men were well liked, each of them married, and they had an odd but interesting business called Mustang Transport. Locals claimed they dealt with mundane shit as well as serial killers and psychopaths. Somewhere in the middle, the truth lurked. 

He’d also heard about their mother. He’d been hearing about her for as long as he could remember. For very different reasons she interested him almost as much as Brodie and Jack.

He had no connection to Rosalyn Crews, but meeting the men felt important in a way nothing else ever had. He couldn’t explain it, even to himself. He’d gone through life making damn sure he needed no one, and that he wanted only for things he could get for himself. 

Now, much as it chapped his ass, he wanted something else—and it depended on Brodie and Jack Crews.

It didn’t have to happen right away, though. He wouldn’t mind burning off some energy before making that initial contact—especially if he could convince this woman to give him a few hours of her time.

He noted every small movement as she spoke into her phone. He couldn’t catch every word, but the low murmur of her voice stroked over him. He was pretty sure she left a message.

Suddenly she held the phone back and stared at it. Hot annoyance tightened her mouth and brought down her brows.

“Perfect. Just freaking perfect.”

He heard that loud and clear.

Jamming the phone into a back pocket—a tight fit over that sweetly rounded backside—she dropped her head with a throaty groan that traveled along his spine like a sensual stroke. Her eyes closed, her mouth flattened, and the damp night drew her long, light brown hair into coiling curls.

He’d love to tangle his fingers in her unruly hair.

As if spurred by her innate energy, the curls moved, bouncing a little, drifting with the breeze. Judging people had kept him alive. With this woman, he sensed she didn’t indulge downtime very often. Even standing still, she seemed to…spark with energy.

Curiosity cut into him, mingling with the carnal interest.

Had she been stood up? Walked out on a date?

Just then she growled, “Dead. Stupid phone.” The thump of her hand to a metal lamp post send a dull clang ringing over the area. “Now what?”

Ah, well that answered his question.

White teeth nibbled her bottom lip in consideration. Considering, she glanced at the bar, shook her head once, and returned to pacing.

Clouds covered the moon, amplifying the darkness. She was far too petite to be stranded alone.

Doesn’t mean she wants a quick fuck, he argued with himself. The young woman stewing in front of him might be more likely to sell brownies at a local bake sale, but engage in a hot one-night stand? Probably not.

Sure, she was standing outside a rowdy bar all alone on a late night—but then, so was he.

So what should he do? Be smart and turn away, or see if she needed help? He remained undecided when two men exited the bar with a lot of noisy fanfare.

Drunken asses.

The woman glanced up, then quickly away with a roll of her eyes—but not quickly enough to avoid notice.

“Charlotte, hey! Whatssup?” With a leer, a mop-headed man added, “You waitin’ for me, sugar?”

Mitch caught the way his unshaven bud snickered, proving the irony in the question.

“Definitely not,” she replied, her tone crisp and clear.

Mitch liked the sound of her voice. Not all girly or too sweet, but firm and no nonsense.

He did not like how the two dunces eyeballed her anyway, stumbling in her direction despite her preferences.

“Ah, c’mon now, don’t be like that,” the talkative one said.

His idiot friend guffawed, stumbled, and heckled some more.

Charlotte—nice name—propped her hands on slim hips and issued a dire warning. “You’d be smart to keep walking, Bernie.”

“How come you’re here alone?” He tried a teasing voice that Mitch suspected did the opposite of entice. “You know where to find me this time of night.”

“Drunk, as usual. Yes, I know.” Annoyance squared her narrow shoulders. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I finished a late delivery and was heading home, then had car trouble.” She added with menace, “Help is on the way.”

“I’ll keep ya company until then.”

“No, you will not.”

“But I’m already here.” Intent brought Bernie closer.

She didn’t exactly look afraid, but more like fed up. Before Mitch gave it enough thought, his feet carried him out of the shadows and immediately drew her attention.

Soft blue. Now that he saw her eyes more clearly, he found them every bit as compelling as her mouth.

Alert, maybe a little wary, she zeroed in on him. Her lips parted and she blinked twice.

You’re sealing your fate, sugar. He tried a smile of part interest, part reassurance.

Her gaze went beyond him, searching the darkness, and then snapped back again. “Where did you come from?”

With his attention only on her, Mitch held up his hands and avoided a direct answer. “Just seeing if you need any help.”

Emboldened by liquid courage, the two men blustered at him. “G’ lost, asshole. She don’t need nothin’ from you.”

As if Bernie and his bad grammar didn’t hover there beside her, Charlotte asked, “You’re new around here?”

Mitch gave her a long look. What, did she know everyone in Red Oak, Ohio? Probably. He could jog the main street, one end to the other, without breaking a sweat. “I’ve been here a few days.” Whether he was passing through, or sticking around, wasn’t her business. Besides, for now, he wasn’t sure.

Brazen stupidity urged Bernie to step up in front of him. “You ain’t listening. I told you to-”

Disgust curved Mitch’s mouth into a mean smile meant to intimidate. “You’re right. I’m not listening to you.” Insulting disregard took his gaze over the smaller man before he dismissed him. “I’m talking only to her.”

By size difference alone, it was beyond ludicrous for Bernie to issue a challenge.

And yet, he did. “Are you fuckin’ stupid?”

Charlotte’s voice, now edged with anger, interrupted anything Mitch might have replied or done. “You’ve been warned, Bernie. If you don’t knock it off right now, you are not going to like the consequences.”

Still, the fool didn’t listen. “I said,” Bernie blasted, his breath putrid, “for you to get lost.” A scrawny fist, aiming for Mitch’s face, swatted through the air.

Bad move, asshole. 

Instincts could be a son-of-a-bitch. Mitch leaned away from the weak hit… and at the same time automatically jabbed with his right.

His fist landed right on Bernie’s chin.

Eyes rolling back, the smaller man started to drop.

Infuriated that he’d lost his grip in front of Charlotte, Mitch caught the front of Bernie’s shirt and held him on his tiptoes. “You,” he whispered between barely moving lips, “need to learn when to quit.” Familiar anger surfaced despite his efforts to tamp it down…

And a small, cool hand touched him.

Struck clean down to his toes, Mitch peered first at those pale, tapered fingers with short, neat nails resting lightly against the roped muscles of his sun-darkened forearm.

Fucking sexy, that’s what it was, highlighting all their differences, especially those of strength and capability.

Her face drew him next, the delicate lines, smooth skin…that mouth and those eyes.

That wild hair.

“I think,” she said softly, a smile teasing her mouth, “if you let Bernie go now, he’ll make a hasty retreat.” Slanting those mesmerizing eyes toward old Bernie, she added with silky menace, “At least, he better.”

Keen awareness nudged out anger.

Everything about her appealed to him.

Standing to his left, the heady scent of her skin and hair—like baby powder and flowers—teased his nose.

He drew a deeper, fuller breath, filling his lungs with her and knew he could happily drown on that scent.

Slowly, wanting to keep her close, Mitch unclenched his fingers and allowed Bernie to stumble back to where his buddy helped to prop him up.

Unconcerned with that, Charlotte’s fingers shifted in the lightest of explorations before she snatched her hand away.

Interesting—especially that splash of color on her cheeks.

She looked up at him, gave a wan smile, and whispered, “Thank you.”

“For popping him?”

Curls bounced as she gave a quick shake of her head. “For not doing him more damage.” She wrinkled her nose, leaning closer to confide, “You could have, I know.”

Huh. No recriminations?

She actually thanked him?

Not what he was used to, but he’d take it. “So-”

Eyes almost crossed, Bernie spat. “You used ta be such a nice girl.”

And just that easy, he fractured Mitch’s newfound calm. Fury brought him forward a step. “You’d be wise to leave now.”

Too drunk to see the danger, Bernie glared at Charlotte.

In what felt like a gentle reminder, she touched his arm again.

Their eyes met—and she smiled.

Son of a bitch, how had she known? No, he didn’t punish smaller men for idiocy. He didn’t settle things with his fists—unless he had to. Annoyance narrowed his eyes, but otherwise, he hid the churning confusion.

“You okay?” she asked, her eyes big and sincere.

Jesus. She wanted to soothe him? An abrupt nod eased her worried frown.

“Good.” She gave him a pat.

Mitch stewed. It grated that even out of prison, some things hung with him. Like react first, think later, rather than take chances.

Behind bars, it was safer that way.

I’m no longer in prison. Eventually that’d sink in. Coming here, to this small town, would be yet another step to insuring that it did.

Bernie’s friend, helping to hold him upright, muttered, “Fuck ‘em. Lez go,” in an effort to save face for them both.

“Do,” Charlotte said in quiet command, and with audacity she shooed them away.

Un-fucking-believable. But what mattered to Mitch was seeing them go.

And that left him alone with her.

After a second deep breath, something new occurred to him: Charlotte had gotten dangerously close to a volatile situation.

She didn’t know him—if she did, she wouldn’t have dared.

She shouldn’t trust him—but she hadn’t hesitated to intercede.

Ballsy. Also foolish.

And why that impressed him, he couldn’t say.

Even though she now stepped out of reach, Mitch felt her, her concern, the sizzling contact where her flesh had met his—on your arm, you ass—and the inquisitiveness in the wide eyes that kept peeking at him.

Get it together. To help with that, he watched the two men travel the sidewalk until they disappeared out of sight.

Would they come back? He didn’t think so.

Cowards never did.

“Sorry about that,” Charlotte offered, her gaze probing. “Bernie is stupid when he drinks.”

Mitch had the distinct impression Bernie was always stupid, but whatever. “You scared him.” He tried a smile to put her at ease, even though he hadn’t yet relaxed.

Her laugh was as nice as her voice. “Oh, it’s not me he has to fear.”

Well shit. She meant him? Had his harsh reaction bothered her after all? “I didn’t mean to-”

“You were justified, but I really was impressed with the way you pulled the punch. Not many men could do that.”

Unsure what to say, he tugged at his ear. It wasn’t bragging to say he could’ve destroyed Bernie with very little effort. Instead, he’d left him with a face, so maybe his reaction wasn’t so bad after all.

“I wasn’t talking about you, though.” Charlotte’s lips teased into a small smile and her voice went husky, as if to share a secret. “Bernie didn’t want me to tell on him.”

Barely able to get his gaze off her mouth, Mitch asked, “Because..?”

“He’d get more than a punch.”

Well, if she had someone that protective, she had to be in a relationship, which meant he shouldn’t be flirting with her. Disappointment settled in his gut, but hell, he was used to disappointment. As cavalier as he could manage, he asked, “Husband?”

“Men I work for, actually.” She tucked back a curl, hitched her purse strap up her arm, and laced her fingers together. Watching him, she stated, “I’m not married.”

A charge of relief rocked through him and he knew right then, he’d figure out a way to have her. With new intent, he stepped closer. “Glad to hear it.”

His nearness caused a catch in her breath. “You?”

“Free and clear.” In more ways than one. Shifting closer, Mitch deliberately inhaled her scent. God, he’d missed that, a woman’s musk, the fresh stirring fragrance of her skin and hair.

Maybe sensing his intent, Charlotte touched her throat, flustered, surprised, and if her smile was anything to go by, pleased with his interest.

“I look forward to getting to know you better.” Right now would suit him fine. “Hopefully sooner rather than later?”

“Oh.” Surprise had her blinking fast, and turned her smile shy.

Was she unused to men coming on to her? Hard to believe. She was one of those perfect little packages, sexy, sweet, reserved—at least with him.

With Bernie, she’d been bossy and bold.

She tantalized him.

“I’d like that. But unfortunately…” She flagged a hand at her side. “I was expected home a little while ago.”

Deciding to move cautiously, rather than chance scaring her off, Mitch nodded at her ride, an older blue Ford Focus in great shape. “You mentioned car trouble?”

The car drew her scowl. “Yes, and I’m never going to hear the end of it.”

“Why’s that?”

More at ease now that he’d retreated a bit, she relaxed her shoulders. “Those men I work with? They’ve tried to talk me into a different car for a while now.” She shrugged. “But I like this one. She and I…fit.”

Her blue eyes and a pretty blue car—yeah, they did fit.

Adorably, she screwed that killer mouth to the side and blew away a curl. “I left messages with a few people before my phone died. It’s only a matter of time before one of them shows up, but I don’t know how long it’ll take. Most places around here are closed now, and I don’t relish the idea of going into Freddie’s to wait.”

Mitch sent a derisive glance at the bar. Yeah, after already seeing two obnoxious drunks spill out, he didn’t want her in there either. “You probably shouldn’t be out here alone.”

She tipped her head in challenge. “I’m not alone, am I?”

Probably shouldn’t be here with me either. Needing a different direction, he glanced at her car. “I could take a look.” Not like he had anything else to do, now that he’d veered off his plan.

His nearness brought her face up so she could look into his eyes. Hers were big and unblinking, and as he watched in fascination, her lips parted.

Damn, she needed kissing. Bad.

As if coming out of a daze, she blinked again, released a shaky breath, and let her busy fingers toy with one long curl draping her shoulder. “You, um, know cars?”

Getting his attention off her mouth proved a challenge. “I know enough.” As in, everything. But at this point, he wasn’t willing to share any part of himself or his background. It’d be too dangerous in this town, at this time, with so much on the line.

The slip of her tongue over her lips made his nostrils flare. God, he had it bad.

Before coming to Red Oak, he’d gotten his fill of sex, or so he’d thought. A five year dry spell did that to a man, made him insatiable.

Then again, she wasn’t like other women. Sweet, yes, but he sensed a fearlessness about her that equaled her pride. No one skated through life unscathed, but some people got beat down more than others.

He was glad that whatever mundane hardships she’d faced, they’d apparently made her stronger.

He was stronger too—but not in the same way. 

“Actually,” she said, oblivious to his darkening thoughts, “it’s just a flat tire, and that’s on me, not the car. I think I ran over a nail or something. I should have learned how to change it myself, but I never seemed to have the time.”

A woman like her, with delicate hands and a smile that warmed his frozen heart, should never have to struggle with a flat.

“You got a spare?” As he asked it, he circled the car and saw the back passenger side tire completely flat.

Charlotte followed, but didn’t crowd too close. “In the trunk.”

“Keys?”

“I already opened it.” She gestured. “I had some vague notion of attempting it, before I realized I had no idea what to do and I’d just look foolish. Soon as I’m back to work, learning is on my agenda.”

Mitch wouldn’t mind teaching her that, and a whole lot more. Of course, she didn’t yet know he was an ex-con, and finding out would obliterate her tentative kindness.

Getting down to business, he dug out her jack and the spare. Caution kept her in the light of the street lamp, but curiosity brought close enough to chat. Smart. She probably figured if he got out of line, she could be in the bar in seconds.

Not that he would. His gentleness toward women went bone deep, as much a part of him as his face and physique. To him, all women deserved care.

Then again, most people would probably consider an ex-con talking to a nice woman as totally crossing a line.

He blew out a breath, the reality of his situation never far from his mind.

“I’m Charlotte, by the way,” she said. “Charlotte Parrish.”

“Mitch.” He didn’t give his last name. He couldn’t. Not yet. “Nice to meet you.”

Instead of pressing it, she did the usual chitchat, asking him if he was staying in the hotel—he wasn’t.

If he liked the town—he said he did, but honestly, it didn’t matter to him.

How long he’d be around—and he said he didn’t yet know, because it wasn’t really up to him.

Just as he finished tightening the last lug nut, she asked, “So what brought you here?”

He was scrambling for a believable lie when he heard a car approach and park, then the closing of a door. He assumed it was a late arrival for the bar, until a deep voice called, “Charlotte?”

Fast footsteps approached along with that male voice. “I just got your message, hon. Sorry it took me so long. I tried to call you back, but didn’t get an answer and…”

One of the guys she worked with?

Not wanting his time with her to end, Mitch kept his head down and gave all his attention to lowering the car and removing the jack.

The footsteps stopped. Mitch knew someone was close, especially when he heard, “What’s going on here?”

Charlotte groaned. “My phone died. I’m sorry, Brodie, but it’s already handled.”

Shock sent a tidal wave of heat rushing through his system.

Brodie. Disbelief prodded his temples; he closed his eyes and gave a muttered, “Fuck,” that luckily no one heard.

There couldn’t be two men with that same unique name in such a small town.

He wasn’t ready yet, but then, when would he be ready?

He’d wanted to do more research, to learn more, to better prepare—and now he wouldn’t have a chance.

A heavy, suspicious pause filled the air. “Handled how?”

“Mitch helped me.”

Seeing no way around it, Mitch uncoiled from the ground until he stood. Automatically bracing, he slowly turned to face Brodie Crews.

And damn near whistled in surprise.

Why had no one had mentioned that Brodie was a hulk?

At six-three, other men rarely looked Mitch in the eye, but Brodie not only stood on a par with him, he was just as bulky with muscle.

Worse than the height similarity, though, it unnerved Mitch seeing a nose exactly like his own, a similar jaw, forehead, cheekbones-

Brows up, arms crossed, Brodie asked, “Any reason you’re eyeballing me?”

Jesus, he had been. Feeling his ears go hot, Mitch scowled and shook his head. “No, I just-”

“You wanna drop the tire wrench, too?” As Brodie spoke, he lightly nudged Charlotte behind him to block her with his body. “Or is there a reason you have a stranglehold on it?”

Stupidly, Mitch looked down at his hand. Yeah, his white-knuckled fist wrapped tightly around the iron.

Disgust made him laugh before he could stop it. Shaking his head again, he gingerly placed the wrench back in her car and bent for the jack.

The deafening silence made him uneasy. “So Charlotte works for you, huh?” His bad luck grew by the second.

“Works for, works with, bosses me around—take your pick.” Brodie moved closer and lifted the flat tire. “You just happened along, is that right?”

Something like that. “Yeah.” Nodding at the bar, Mitch gave a believable lie. “I was checking out the nightlife.”

Brodie snorted. “Not much of that around here. So why are you sticking around?”

A female gasp had both men turning their heads.

“Why the third degree, Brodie?” Fists propped on slim hips, Charlotte scowled. “He helped me. You should be thanking him.”

Shrugging, Brodie offered, “Thanks?” in dry irony.

Before Mitch could reply, another voice intruded, asking, “What’s going on?”

Instinctively knowing what he’d find, Mitch looked toward another man fast approaching. He had the same height, the same damn nose and jaw, but a leaner physique.

This, then, had to be Jack.

“Brodie’s being an ass,” Charlotte accused.

“Tell me something new.” Though the words were light, the same caution that Brodie expressed showed in Jack’s dark, direct eyes.

Unfamiliar emotions had a stranglehold on him. He hadn’t expected that, had only planned on what to say and do—but not what he’d feel.

If it weren’t so damned dangerous, it’d almost be funny.

The brothers now flanked him, Brodie behind, Jack in front, and it made his skin itch. He didn’t like having anyone at his back, ever, but most especially not them, not now.

Not when he wasn’t himself, and wasn’t even sure who he should be while with them.

Shifting, Mitch considered his options, then decided: screw it. He walked out from behind the car so that he could face both men. Let them make of that whatever they wanted.

In the middle of all that excess of sentiment, Charlotte’s gaze scorched over him. Confusion, yes, but also something more shone in her eyes as she visually dissected him.

“She called you too?” Brodie asked.

Jack nodded. “I was just getting back to town and was in an area with no reception. Soon as the call came through, I headed this way.”

Brodie explained before Charlotte could. “She had a flat, he changed it, her phone died or she’d have called us back. That’s all I know.”

“Huh.” Now that Mitch had moved, Jack came to stand beside Charlotte. “So if her phone hadn’t died, we’d never have known she met someone?”

“That’s the gist of it, yeah.”

“Oh, for crying out loud.” Her elbow caught Brodie in the gut. He oofed, then gave her a little space. Jack wisely retreated, but only a step. “It was just a flat and he’s already finished, so-”

“New to town?” Jack sized him up.

Charlotte threw up her hands. “He’s already been grilled.”

Appreciating how both men protected Charlotte—even if it set her off—he shrugged. “I’ve been here a few days.”

Suspicion lifted Jack’s chin and narrowed his eyes. “Passing through?”

Waiting for an answer, Brodie studied him.

Resigned, Mitch accepted that they’d force him to do this here and now.

In front of Charlotte.

Not what he’d wanted, not what he’d planned for.

Damp, oppressive air closed around him. Muscles jumped and twitched in that familiar way that happened whenever he felt uneasy.

In prison, he’d felt uneasy a lot.

This was different, sure—so why were his molars grinding together?

Brodie aligned himself with Jack, as brothers should. Shit, shit, shit. Together the men presented a united front. Not exactly hostile, but definitely not welcoming. And why would they welcome him? A total stranger talking to a woman they cared about?

Once he explained, they’d both want to run him off.

They’d find out soon enough that he wouldn’t go easily, not after he’d finally gotten here. He’d worked too damn hard for this. Deserved or not, he had a plan and he’d damn well stick to it.

“Why,” Charlotte demanded, an edge of desperation to her tone, “are you two doing this?”

“They’re astute, that’s why.” Let them hate him if they wanted—but they would not consider him stupid. There was nothing friendly in the way he showed his teeth. “They sense things are off.”

Jaw tensing, Brodie straightened even more.

Misgivings bunched Jack’s shoulders.

These men were impressive, and a small part of him felt pride.

“Mitch?” Compassion, confusion, softened Charlotte’s expression.

He’d felt many losses in his day. This one smarted more than most. “Sorry.” Working the tension from his neck, determined to get through it, he said, “The thing is-” 

And yet another voice intruded, this one strident, a voice of authority, used to being heard—and obeyed.

The voice of a woman. “Brodie, Jack, behave yourselves.”

As if aggrieved, Brodie rolled his eyes. “Our mother,” he said in an aside to Mitch, “and if you think we’re distrustful, prepare yourself.”

Their mother.

Rosalyn Crews.

Something uncomfortable shifted inside him, making his heart kick. Breath held, Mitch turned—but of course he wasn’t ready, hadn’t even come close to preparing himself.

His gaze clashed with hers.
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