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      Dear reader,

      I hope you enjoy this steamy and sweet novella. I was so excited when my friend Frankie Love asked me to write a story for The Cocktail Girls series.

      This is a story of first impressions and moving forward rather than being left standing still when something hurts us. But mostly, it’s about love, and music, and sex…because…well, I wrote this book.

      Be sure to check out the bonus content at the end for a look at the first book in my erotic paranormal romance trilogy.

      And don’t forget to read the other stand alone novellas in this fun series. I made sure to leave links to them all in the back! Who doesn’t love Vegas?

      XOXO

      Kim
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        	2 ounces of Bourbon (top shelf if the guy is hot)

      

      
        	3/4 ounce of lemon juice

      

      
        	3/4 ounce of simple syrup

      

      
        	Garnish with 1/2 an orange wheel

      

      
        	Top with a cherry (bonus points if he can tie the cherry stem into a knot with his tongue)

      

      

      Combine all ingredients in a cocktail shaker. Fill shaker with ice and shake like your life depends on it.

      Strain into ice filled old-fashioned glass and add garnish.

      Serve it up with sass. If he doesn’t like it, steal the drink and take his heart with you.
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      Easton

      

      "This is a terrible idea," I say into my phone as my driver pulls up to The Millennium Hotel.

      The lights of the Vegas Strip permeate the car through windows tinted so dark they're black. I need quiet and calm, not slot machines and showgirls. How the hell my manager expects me to write another number one record while I'm surrounded by the non-stop party life, I'll never know. The rest of my band is here already. They caught an earlier flight, but I stayed back, hoping for a few more days at home.

      "Easton, you need to get your head out of your ass and live a little." Franco laughs over the line. "I can't believe I'm telling a rock star to party. Usually it's the other way around. Stay off the drugs, stop getting tanked in public, don't sleep with hookers." He clears his throat. "But, seriously, don't do those things."

      "You know I don't touch that shit." I'm probably too harsh with him, but there's a reason I don't drink or do drugs. A fucking good one.

      "I know. Sorry. How's he doing?"

      Franco's getting personal now. I'm not ready for personal. "When do we start rehearsing?"

      He coughs and I hear a deep intake of breath as though he's taking a drag from a cigarette. "Next week. Show's in two weeks, but this is a big production. Vegas isn't like going on tour. They'll want to make it a whole experience."

      The driver is standing outside my door, waiting for me to signal him that I'm ready to get out. "Fine." I open the door and the guy scrambles to get it for me. It's his job, but I hate being pandered to. I wave him off and go around to the trunk to find my guitar and bag. "Franco, I need you to promise me this'll be worth the time. I've got an album to write so we can record."

      "It's going to buy you some time. In case... well, in case you're still blocked after this."

      "How so?"

      "You'll be riding high on the publicity. We can afford a delay as long as you're still relevant."

      Still relevant. God, what a fucking fickle industry. "I could always get married while I'm here."

      He chokes and I hang up before he can respond. I love fucking with him. The driver has my stuff ready for me and after I tuck my phone into my pocket, I hand the guy a twenty and thank him. The hotel lobby looms and that familiar buzz of anticipation builds in my gut whenever I go somewhere new. Taking a deep breath, I walk through the doors and step inside The Millennium.

      I'm immediately greeted by my own personal concierge. She's eager, too eager, and her smile is too wide.

      "Mr. Harrison. Welcome to The Millennium. I'm Hannah, I'll be your contact during your stay. Anything you need, just ask." She presses a business card into my hand. "The penthouse is ready for you and we've taken the liberty of assigning a security detail to your door at all times." She speaks quickly, her breathy voice making me worry she's going to pass out on me.

      "It's Easton, just Easton. And I don't need security. Where's the rest of my band staying?"

      Her eyes go wide. "The three of them are in room 1127. It's a two-bedroom suite. Is that a problem? Your label made the arrangements."

      I fight a sigh of frustration. These guys may not be the face that goes with the name on my records, but they've been with me since my first album. "How many bedrooms are in the penthouse?"

      "Four."

      "Right. Do me a favor, Hannah?"

      She nods but doesn't say anything.

      "Have my stuff put in their suite and move those guys to the penthouse. Give them anything they need."

      "But... I—"

      "Hannah?" I say her name with a little growl I know will get her attention.

      "Y-yes?"

      "You said you were my personal contact. Anything I need."

      She nods again.

      "I need you to do this for me. No questions asked."

      "It will take a little time."

      I cast my gaze around the lobby, the sound of slot machines catching my ears unappealing. "There somewhere I can go have a bite to eat?"

      "Oh, yes, of course. We've got a five-star restaurant, a coffee bar, and our famous LBD cocktail bar."

      I raise an eyebrow. "LBD?"

      She smiles. "Little Black Dress. No showgirls in here. Our waitresses are beautiful without sequins and feathers. There's a VIP room I'm sure they'll be glad to entertain you in as well."

      "Is it quiet?"

      "It can be. They'll cater to your needs."

      I offer her a curt nod and head into the cacophony of the casino floor. I see it immediately. Purple neon proudly announces Little Black Dress over the backlit doorway. I'm not sure about this, but the last thing I want to do is gamble.

      "Omigod, do you see him? It's Easton Harrison." I hear the squeal as soon as I'm recognized.

      More murmurs of my name catch my ears and I pick up my pace. VIP room, here I come. I'll text the guys when I'm safely concealed behind a velvet rope. I rush through the door and into the upscale bar. The first thing I notice is the rich wood-paneled walls with lighting meant to create an intimate feel in a large space. It works. There's a handful of patrons sitting around tables, but it's early in the evening and most people are still out exploring the Strip or gambling. I give it two hours before this bar really gets going.

      "Are you just going to stand there or did you want to order a drink?" The woman's voice catches me off guard, and her tone is bordering on annoyed. Turning my gaze toward her, I have to stop myself from letting my mouth fall open.

      She's fucking gorgeous. Big blue eyes, flawless skin, long dark hair that tumbles over her shoulders. Oh, this woman is my kind of cocktail waitress. I forget all about the VIP room. I want to be right here, at the bar, with her.

      "Well?" she asks, cocking one hip and staring at me.

      Her dress is tight at the top, the black fabric hugging high, firm tits without showing any cleavage. But it tucks in at her tiny waist before flaring out around her hips and stopping mid-thigh. She's got great legs encased in sheer black stockings. My mouth runs dry.

      She rolls her eyes and lets out a groan. "God, can you be any more obvious? Take a picture, it'll last longer."

      Turning on her heel, she gives me a view of her back. The dress is completely backless all the way to her waist. The only thing holding it on is a bow tied across the tops of her shoulders. Oh, Jesus. And her stockings. They've got a dark line running up from the heel of her foot all the way to the hem of her dress. Maybe I should take a picture.

      I'm not ashamed. She's a work of art. I appreciate art. "You're gorgeous."

      Her cheeks turn pink, but she scoffs. "And you're a real wordsmith. What are you drinking?"

      Does she not know who I am? She's standing there, hands on her hips as she waits for my answer. I say the first thing that comes to my mind. "Whiskey sour."

      She lifts one eyebrow and looks me up and down. "Can I give you my cherry?"

      "What?" My ears must be playing tricks on me.

      "I said, can I get you a cherry?"

      Shit, I definitely need to be better about wearing hearing protection on stage. Either that or nearly a year without sex is getting to me. But I needed time away from women after my last break up. I used it to write, to make something meaningful, to learn about myself. And it ended up winning me a Grammy. This girl is making me think I'm ready to end my dry spell.

      "Do you have a cherry?" I ask, only a slight bit of innuendo thrown in for good measure.

      "If I did, I wouldn't let you have it."

      She's too much. I love it.

      "What's your name?"

      "Ireland."

      "Really? Like the country? I'm... Harrison." Shit, I just lied to her. Kind of. Harrison is technically my name if we're going by last names. But I love that she doesn’t seem to know who I am, isn’t fawning over me like the other girls and I don't want to break the spell of anonymity I've somehow cast.

      "Really? Like the movie star?" She mimics my stupid response to her name with sweet sass. "I guess you've got a little Han Solo thing going on." Then she walks around the bar, hips swaying with her movements.

      I watch her mix my drink and when she bends down to grab something, I have to fight my groan. The tops of her stockings have little black bows on them. Honestly, I think this woman could be wearing yoga pants and a baggy sweatshirt and I'd want her. She slides the drink across the bar and offers me a wink. "Han Solo was always my favorite."

      Ireland tends to a few more orders over the next hour and instead of texting the guys, I observe her. She moves with the fluid grace of a classically trained dancer, poised, confident. I wonder what brought her here. There are two other waitresses milling around, and one who keeps coming and going from the VIP lounge, but for the most part, this place is exactly what I need. Quiet.

      Ireland stands at the end of the long bar, chatting with another waitress. She laughs, loud and full-bodied, tossing her head back. The action changes everything about her, lighting up her face and making her look more carefree. I can't help but smile too. I want to bottle up that laugh and save it. Then her gaze locks on mine and she strolls toward me.

      "Something wrong with your drink, Harry?" she asks.

      "Not a thing. I'm not a big drinker. Just killing time."

      "Meeting someone?" She leans her elbows on the bar, challenging me.

      "I think I already met her."

      Her eyes spark with interest. "Oh yeah?"

      "Definitely."

      "What if she's not interested?"

      I grin. "She might pretend she's not, but that's just an act. Princess Leia pretended she hated Han Solo but really she wanted him so bad it hurt."

      "I'm not a princess."

      "Thank God for that."

      She lifts my drink to her lips and takes a long swallow. Her red lipstick leaves a mark on the glass and somehow, it's the most erotic thing I've ever seen. "What room are you in?" she whispers, leaning close enough for me to smell the vanilla of her skin.

      "1127."

      Then she backs away and takes my drink with her, a grin on her face. "Good. I'll add this to your bill."

      My cock is aching in my pants. I don't want to leave this bar without at least getting her number, but Hannah pops her head in through the front door and catches sight of me. Shit. If she says my name, the jig will be up before I'm ready. I stride across the floor and catch her as she comes inside.

      "Mr. Harrison, your room is all ready." She hands me an envelope with the keycard inside. "Is there anything else I can get for you?"

      I glance back at Ireland and smirk. "No. I've got everything I need right here."
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      Ireland

      

      Harrison is still at the bar when it's time for my break. He's had a little food, scribbled a few lines of something on a napkin, and rebuffed a few advances from the bachelorette party who came in about an hour ago. My stupid heart really likes to know he's not interested in them.

      "I'm going on break now," I tell him, forcing myself to remain cool while still looking into his amazing brown eyes. They're like melted chocolate and caramel had a baby. "Need anything before I leave?"

      He furrows his brow and slides a hand through his messy hair. God, he's really freaking hot. "What's your boss' policy on fraternizing with the customers?"

      My belly tightens. "It's... frowned upon."

      "But it won't get you fired?"

      Is he saying what I think he's saying? "It never has before."

      His jaw clenches at that. "Has there been a lot of fraternizing?"

      "Not from me." I hesitate. "Maybe once or twice." Why am I telling him this?

      "What would you say if I asked you to come to my room?"

      I swallow hard. I haven't had a one-night-stand more than once in my life. Do I really want to try it again? He stands and slides a hand over my arm. Tingles race along my spine and my thighs clench. But going to a stranger's room in a city where people come and go like TV pilots? That's risky at best.

      "I'd say no." He deflates a little, his confidence tested by my rejection. Until I thread my fingers with his and tug. "But I know a place we can go."

      I pull him to the back of the bar, through the kitchen and out the back employee door. His hand feels so good in mine, rough and large and warm. I find the emergency stairwell and open the door, bringing him around the corner until we're out of sight. Then he turns the tables. His hands tangle in my hair as he cups my face and presses me against the wall. The rasp of his stubble makes me shiver in anticipation for his kiss. All the while, I'm grabbing at his shirt and running my fingers under the fabric, loving the ridges of his toned stomach.

      "God, you smell so good. Like a fucking cookie," he moans against my neck.

      "Will you just kiss me already?"

      A low chuckle rumbles through him. "Demanding."

      "I just know what I want."

      "Now who's the one talking?"

      I let out a growl of frustration and slide my hands around his shoulders. His hands trail over my curves until they run up the skirt of my dress. When he reaches the tops of my stockings he groans. Then he palms my ass and lifts me until I wrap my legs around his hips. I'm pinned, completely at his mercy and I love it.

      The only thing that would make this better would be his lips on mine. I grip his hair and tug, making him wince. "Now, Harrison. My break doesn’t last forever."

      He obliges, crushing his lips to mine in a passionate kiss that takes my breath away. His tongue demands entrance to my mouth and I open for him willingly. Harsh breaths punctuate our kiss, adding to the intensity of the need between us. Hips rolling, he presses the ridge of his erection against my core, pulling a moan from me at the delicious friction. I don't want this to end. One time won't be enough and we haven't even gotten to the main event.

      “Toxic” by Britney Spears starts blaring from my phone, filling the stairwell and echoing off the cement walls. "Shit, that’s my alarm," I say, wiggling until he sets me back on my feet.

      He watches as I pull my phone from my pocket. "Where did you hide that?"

      "Pockets. Give me a dress with pockets and I'll give you all my money. Every time." I silence the alarm and push him away. "I have to get back."

      The look on his face is priceless. Like I just held out the most delicious dessert he's ever seen and let him take a tiny taste before throwing it all in the garbage. I suppose that's exactly what I did, but to be fair, he took too long and I'll be suffering too. That's on him.

      "How long are you here?" I ask, even though I shouldn't. I want him to say he'll be here longer than just the one night.

      "Two weeks."

      Excitement builds in my chest. That's an eternity for Vegas. "Wow, why?"

      He runs his hands through his hair, trying to put himself back together. "Work."

      "Well, you know where to find me. Thanks for the make-out session." I work to keep my words confident and composed. But inside, I'm a mess. I don't think anyone's ever kissed me like that before.

      "We'll definitely be doing that again, Ireland."

      I leave the stairwell and he follows, my shoes echoing in sharp clicks on the cement. We're nearing the entrance to LBD when he grabs my hand, spins me into his arms, and kisses the life out of me one more time. I'm trembling in his hold and I don't know if I'll be able to walk on these damn shoes until I pull myself together.

      "You...you can go out that door, then come back in the main entrance so no one sees us."

      He grins. "You might want to fix your hair before you go back inside."

      I hold up my phone and flip the camera to selfie mode. He's right. My long tresses are tangled and tousled, but not in an artful way. Also, my lip gloss is smeared, the shine gone and my lips are puffy from his kisses. Cheeks burning, I can't stop my laugh. "Go on or I'll pour your next drink in your lap."

      "As long as you clean it up."

      Oh, he's so sexy. He leaves, the noise of the casino filling the hallway as he opens the door.

      I quickly finger comb my hair and wipe at my lips before striding back into the bar. No one really notices me, except for one of the line cooks, but he's not going to give me shit for this. I've caught him fucking around back here more than a few times.

      Harrison is on his same barstool when I come out of the kitchen. His smirk says it all. He wants more, and I want to give it to him. I have to force myself not to smile when his eyes lock on mine. It's weird, watching him without interacting, but I have a job to do, and business is picking up as people leave the slots and tables in favor of the bar.

      There's a pull between us even though we haven't spoken since my break. I can still taste his kisses, smell him, feel the rough brush of stubble, his strong hands roaming my--I run into Summer while she's carrying a tray filled with drinks. She only loses one, but it was a close call.

      "Ireland, what is going on with you?" Summer asks, her words an annoyed whisper as I pick up the broken glass and call a bus boy to come clean up the rest.

      "Sorry, I was distracted."

      "That's an understatement." She flips her hair and turns on her heel, heading toward the table with five guys in their late twenties. I've got my money on them being a bachelor party.

      God, I need to focus, but my gaze keeps drifting to Harrison. He's talking to some guy who came up and sat next to him, the dude beaming at him like they're old friends. He did say he was here for work. Maybe this is a co-worker. Then they take a selfie and the man shakes Harrison's hand before leaving. What?

      "You're a popular guy." My teasing tone has him grinning, but he's not as flirtatious as he was before. He twirls a black guitar pick between his fingers and glances around the bar. He's a musician? Apprehension grips me. I want to ask him what kind of work he does, but he stands.

      "I've gotta head out."

      Disappointment takes hold in my belly. I'd been hoping for a repeat of my break after I got off work. In fact, I was this close to asking him to take me to his room. I know I'm a hypocrite. But after the way he kissed me in the stairwell, I need to experience the rest of him.

      He stands and brushes a lock of hair away from my face, letting his fingers trail down the exposed skin of my back. It's intimate and turning me on like nobody's business, but I'm at work right now, not on a break. I step back and force down my need for him. "See you around?" I ask, trying to keep my voice from being overly breathy, but his touch does something to me.

      With a wink, he leaves a twenty on the bar and nods. "Absolutely."

      Then he's gone, and I'm fighting the urge to swoon. People around me are laughing and taking pictures, celebrating one thing or another. All I can focus on is keeping him in my sight for as long as possible. Until I head to the bar and see the black guitar pick and cocktail napkin sitting on the polished wood. Lyrics are scrawled across the napkin.

      Fire in her eyes, candy on her lips.

      She's a whiskey sour,

      I'm ready for a sip.

      Oh, shit. He's definitely a musician.
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      Ireland

      

      "So, do you want to talk about the whiskey sour guy?" Summer asks as I unlock the door to our duplex.

      "There's nothing to talk about." I kick off my heels as soon as we walk through the door and let out a sigh of relief. If I have my way, one day we'll be allowed to wear flats at the bar.

      "You aren’t a bartender, but you made him a cocktail.” She cocks a blond eyebrow and waits for my response, but all I offer is a shrug. “You stole his drink, gave him sass, and wouldn't stop looking at him. And I'm pretty sure you two got it on during your break. You looked well taken care of when you got back." She nudges me with her elbow on her way to the kitchen where she fills our electric kettle with water. "I think the last time you treated a guy that way you almost married him."

      There are times I love living and working with my cousin. This isn’t one of them. I've tried hard over the last two years to move past my break up, my near marriage to a cheating bastard. Out here, no one knows the details of my broken engagement. They don't know I found him face first up my maid-of-honor's dress. But Summer knows.

      "I'm not marrying this guy." My mind latches on to his guitar pick. "He's a musician." I have to shout the words over the screeching kettle.

      She laughs and pours us both a mug of hot water before plopping a tea bag in each. "Did he tell you that?"

      "No."

      "Then how in the world could you know?"

      "He had calluses on the fingers of his left hand."

      She raises a hand to her throat in mock terror. "Oh no, not calluses." Then she rolls her eyes. "There are a thousand things that could give a man callused hands."

      "And he left this on the bar." I hold up a black guitar pick.

      "Maybe he's a collector?"

      I shake my head. "I don't date and I certainly don't date musicians. Not after Nick."

      She plops down on the couch and rests her feet on the rickety coffee table. "Fine. I get it. But, you know, not every musician is like Nick."

      I don't want to talk this through. "I'm going to shower and then head to bed. I'm working day shift tomorrow for Tempest. She's got" —I use air quotes— "the flu."

      Summer waves me off with a, "'Night."

      I keep my water cool to distract me from thoughts of him. It doesn't work. I keep seeing the intricate sleeves of tattoos on his arms, his rugged five o'clock shadow and the unchecked desire in his eyes when he first saw me. I admit, I teased. But the look on his face was worth the ogling. I get checked out nightly, it comes with the job, but there was something beyond him assessing whether I'm fuckable or not. That's what makes him different.

      I fall asleep with him in my head. His rough voice, the scent of leather and something spicy. My dreams were filled with Han Solo and Princess Leia, but in my subconscious, they didn't wait until the end to admit their feelings. They got down to business at the end of their first scene. And if I'm honest, my princess looked a lot like me, and my Han... well, let's just say, he had a lot of tattoos.

      

      There's some serious buzz going around the hotel when I arrive in the morning. My dress today is a little longer, less revealing in the back, but still sexy. It's the day shift after all, tips are lousy and people are usually hungover. I head inside LBD and make a bee-line for the break room.

      Mia and Kitty are giggling at something on Mia's phone. "What's so funny?" I ask, getting closer.

      They both look guilty, Mia hiding her cell behind her back. "Nothing," she says.

      "Come on, seriously?"

      Kitty elbows Mia and says, "Show her."

      With a roll of her eyes, Mia hands me the phone where I see she was on Instagram searching the hashtag #EastonHarrison. "What the fuck?" I mutter as I look through the pictures. Every one has the guy--Harrison--from last night. Harrison. Easton Harrison. I was right. He's an asshole musician. He just so happens to be an award-winning, super famous musician. And now that I see the name attached to his picture, I can’t believe I didn’t recognize him.

      "Did you see it?" Kitty asks.

      "See what?"

      "You."

      A knot of dread forms in the pit of my stomach. Me? I keep scrolling until I see a picture of Easton sitting at the bar and me leaning close, suggestively, and staring into his soulful dark eyes. Then another of him with his hand on my exposed back right before we parted ways. Oh, shit.

      "Does he at least tip well?" Mia asks as I hand the phone back to her.

      I shrug. "Not sure. I took back his drink."

      "Ireland, I can't believe you didn't tell us about this as soon as you got here. I mean... actually, you should have texted me last night."

      "Why? We get celebrities in here all the time. Granted, they usually go to the VIP room, but still. Why is this a big deal?"

      "Because he's looking at you like you're going to be the next woman to break his heart and inspire an award-winning album." She sighs. "I'd pay good money to be that woman."

      I ignore her. He's a liar. "It's not a big deal. He flirted, I teased. It's what I always do." Not really. I flirt a little, but not like that. I just really liked the look in his eyes every time I sassed him.

      Glancing in the mirror, I fluff my hair and check my makeup one last time before heading onto the floor. I'm not tending bar today. Today, according to our manager Maximo's crack of dawn text, I get to be bored off my ass in the VIP room. We never get VIPs during the day.

      As soon as I part the curtain and step inside the exclusive area, I see I couldn't have been more wrong. Harrison... no, wait, Easton, is sitting in a corner booth, a spiral bound notebook on the table and with an untouched plate of breakfast next to it. He's writing furiously and hasn't looked up to see me yet. Good. Maybe he'll spend the day engrossed in what he's doing and I won't have to talk to him. Better yet, maybe I can get Mia to switch with me. She loves him.

      I turn on my heel to ask her to do just that, but instead of finding the exit, I collide with Maximo. "Where do you think you're going, Andi?"

      I grimace at the nickname. "It's Ireland. No one calls me Andi."

      "You're on the schedule to work VIP."

      "I know. I was going to see if Mia would switch. She's real—"

      "No, no, no. You were specially requested this morning. Mr. Harrison reserved the room for the entire day."

      "He what?" I can't help it, my voice squeaks.

      "Apparently you left quite the impression." He leans in. "Whatever you did last night, do it again. I switched off the security cameras."

      Ugh. A shudder runs through me. What a skeeze. "I didn't—"

      "Ah, ah, ah, don't tell me. I can't get in trouble for what I don't know."

      He leaves and I'm alone with Easton, who has finally looked up from his writing.

      "Harrison, huh?" I say, hand on my hip.

      He shrugs. "It's my last name. Lots of people go by their last names."

      "Maybe if you're on a professional sports team."

      "Fine, you got me. I was just enjoying you not knowing who I was. It's... I don't know... being normal was nice for a change."

      His big hands clench into fists and I can tell he's uncomfortable, as though he's searching for something to occupy his fingers. "Lose something?" I ask.

      He takes a long breath and flips his notebook closed. "A guitar pick. I always have it on me, but I must've lost it on the plane."

      My heart melts a little. "Don't you have more? You are a guitar player."

      "It's a superstition thing. My brother gave me his guitar pick when I got my first Strat. I was thirteen." His brow furrows. "He died a few years back. Since then, I've held tight to that stupid piece of plastic."

      And now I'm a puddle. Reaching into the pocket of my dress, I pull out his pick, thankful I'd decided to bring it with me. "Is this it?"

      I hold it between my thumb and forefinger and the relief on his face is palpable. "Where was it?"

      "You left it on the bar." I don't tell him I've still got the cocktail napkin tucked into my purse.

      He takes the black plastic triangle from my hand and sparks rush along my skin where our fingers touch. Oh no. He's bad news. I haven't felt that... spark, in a long time. "Thank you, Ireland."

      I shrug, trying to play down the attraction building with every word we exchange. "No big deal. Do you need anything else?"

      "Now that you mention it," he says, standing and coming close. "I need you."

      My breath hitches. He's right there. Mere inches from me. I can smell him, clean and crisp. I have to clear my throat before I can speak. "What can I do for you?"

      "Spend the next week with me. I'll pay you double what you make here."

      I laugh. "I don't know you."

      "Please? I need you close. You're like... you're a breath of fresh air after being trapped in the same room for months."

      "Are you sure you don't drink? You sound insane."

      I turn to leave, but he grabs my hand, that single touch making my knees tremble. "Ireland, wait. Don't you want to know why I'm in here alone? Why I requested you?"

      "This isn't Pretty Woman. I'm not a whore you can pay to keep."

      He shakes his head, those lips of his turning up in a smile. "No, it's not. I'll keep my hands to myself. And, for the record, Julia Roberts has nothing on you."

      I roll my eyes. "Flattery is a cheap trick."

      "But is it working?"

      "A little."

      He releases my hand and walks back to his table, grabbing the notebook and opening to the first page. Pointing at the ink scrawled across the page, he says, "See that?"

      "Words. So? You're a songwriter, that's not too far out of your wheelhouse."

      "I haven't been able to write for close to six months. Not since my last album." He turns the pages and shows me four more songs. "Not until last night after I met you."

      My belly flips. "So naturally, you think you have to be near me to write?"

      "You're my muse."

      I shake my head. "This is ridiculous. I'm not your muse. I'm a cocktail waitress in Vegas. There's nothing muse-like about me."

      "Give me a chance, show me the sights. I just need you here to help inspire me."

      "Let me get this straight. You want me to drop everything... work, my life, everything, to be with you so you can write songs?"

      "Exactly."

      Memories of his kisses assault me, making my brain forget that he's offering to pay me like an escort. A high-class escort, but still. Can I really accept money from this guy to just... be there? My mind goes straight to the crushing debt from my non-wedding that is racking up interest on my credit cards. It had been too late to cancel anything, the photographer, the venue, not to mention, our honeymoon. All Nick had left me with was an engagement ring I couldn't sell because it ended up being a cubic zirconia rather than a diamond. Double my pay for an entire week would help make a dent in what I owe. "Okay."

      He nods, a grin lighting up his face, and returns to his table. "I'll make it worth your while, Ireland."

      "You'd better."
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      Easton

      

      Ireland's boss wasn't too happy when I told him she'd need a week off. In fact, he threatened to fire her until I called my new best friend Hannah. She tore him a new one right in front of me. Well done, Hannah.

      Now, a day later, I'm standing in the living room of Ireland's tiny duplex, watching as she flits from the bathroom to the bedroom, gathering her toiletries and packing clothes for our week together.

      "I didn't realize you meant I literally had to stay with you," she complains. "I don't like sleeping in a bed that isn't mine."

      "I'm paying you to stay with me. That means the whole time."

      Her brows rise. "But we're sleeping in separate rooms right?"

      Oh, the look on her face. I can't tell if she wants me to say yes or no. If I'm being honest, I want her in my bed wrapped up in me. But I'll let her choose. "That's up to you."

      "Separate rooms." Her brow furrows as she assesses me. "I'm not sure why you want me, but we'll need somewhere to get away from each other." She runs a hand through her dark hair, the movement making her shirt pull tight around her breasts. "Summer can tell you, I'm not exactly the perfect roommate. But she’s my cousin, she has to love me."

      I don't believe that. Everything about her is perfect, from the fire in her eyes to the candy sweetness of her lips. This woman doesn't know it yet, but she's mine. I catch sight of a framed picture of Ireland and the blonde waitress from the other night. That must be Summer. "I've spent months on a tour bus with three other guys. I promise, there's nothing worse than that."

      A full-bodied laugh falls from her lips and her genuine smile lights up her face. Fuck. How can I even think about letting her go in a week?

      "Okay," she says, dropping a floral printed duffel bag at my feet. "I think that's everything."

      "Let's go, then." I hold out my hand and use the other to lift her luggage. For a second, I think she's not going to link our fingers, but she does. I give her hand a gentle squeeze and lead the way to my waiting car.

      After loading her bag in the trunk, I open the passenger door and wait for her to slide inside, then I jog around to the driver's side and join her. I've never been this excited to spend time with a woman, and yes, it's a little pathetic that I had to offer to pay her to get her to be with me, but I think that's part of the appeal as well. She doesn't care about who I am. In her eyes, I'm a normal guy. That's sexier than anything else.

      "No driver?" she asks.

      I shrug, starting the car and pulling out into traffic. "I don't like being catered to."

      "Unless it's me catering to you?"

      Unable to hide my amusement, I chuckle. "I wouldn't call what you've done catering to me. You push back, rile me up, give me all kinds of shit. If that's catering, you need to find another job."

      She crosses her arms over her chest. "I'm good at my job. It's just... you. You bring it out in me. Usually, I'm able to flirt and get good tips, but with you, I wanted to take the look in your eyes from interest to desire."

      And did she ever. "Well, you succeeded. I haven't been able to stop thinking about you."

      A blush creeps up her cheeks. "Me too."

      As I pass the exit for the Strip that will take us back to the hotel, she sits up a little straighter. "Um, Easton? You missed our exit."

      I shake my head. "No. We're not going back to the hotel."

      "Where are you taking me?"

      "Somewhere we can be together in private. You might not have noticed, but most people know who I am. If we wandered the Strip or even just stayed in the hotel, we'd end up on magazine covers and plastered all over social media. Your privacy would be invaded."

      She was already on a few tabloid sites, but I'm not going to bring that up.

      "Okay, you have a point."

      "I was able to get a place on Lake Las Vegas for a few days. A friend owes me a favor. She's away for a few months and it's been sitting empty. Gated community, lots of privacy. The people in the neighborhood are used to celebrities and it really doesn't faze them."

      Her eyes widen. "That's... really?"

      Pride wells in my chest. "Really. I want you all to myself."

      She snorts. "Well, you're paying me enough. You've got me."

      "Good."

      I pull up to the gate and punch in the six-digit code, crossing my fingers that this was the right move. We wind through the neighborhood, pulling off onto a dirt road that seems more like an access point than a driveway.

      "Are you sure you know where we're going?" she asks.

      "Just give it a minute." I try to keep confidence in my voice, but on the inside, I'm wondering the same. Until we round a corner and the house comes into view. Nestled in a private area of the lake, the modern design is all glass and light. The little intake of breath that comes from her tells me I made the right choice in bringing us here.

      "This is... ridiculous."

      Ridiculous? That's not the word I expected. "In a bad way?" She shakes her head and my chest eases a little. "In what way then?"

      "Ridiculously beautiful, perfect, romantic. Take your pick."

      "I'll take all of that. Now, let's get inside and settle in. I want to take you out on the lake."

      Excitement fills her eyes, but she tries to school her expression. "Aren't you supposed to be writing an album? How can you do that if you take me out on the lake?"

      I can't stop myself from laughing. "You worry about having fun. I'll worry about how and when inspiration strikes."

      We walk through the door and she's immediately bathed in the morning light beaming through the bank of windows. Her hair catches the light and the strands I once thought to be a dark chestnut pick up highlights of gold. I want to reach out and slide my fingers through the silky tresses, but I pull back. As we wander through the house, her hand finds mine and she links our fingers.

      "This is one of the two guest rooms. There's a pool in case you don't want to swim in the lake, and the back door for each room opens up to the pool deck."

      "Where are you sleeping?" she asks, not making eye contact.

      "I'll probably take the guest room next to yours. I feel weird about sleeping in someone's master bedroom."

      She steps into the room and walks straight to the floor to ceiling sliding glass door. The pool is still and clear as glass, its design giving the impression there's no edge. "I'm glad I brought my bikini."

      My mind immediately goes to the possibility of seeing her in a tiny little bikini. Maybe we should go for a swim, get some sun. "So am I."

      A pink blush fills her cheeks. My thoughts immediately go to the feel of her in my arms. I want her cheeks pink because of my kiss rather than embarrassment. I don't know what comes next. I know what I want. Her, me, in bed together as she lets me learn her body. But that's not what's on her mind right now. She's afraid of being a whore. If I have my way, I'll prove to her that couldn't be further from the case.

      Shoving my hands into my pockets to keep myself from tugging her close. "All right, I'll...uh...I'll let you get settled."

      Her discomfort is palpable as we stand there awkward as hell. I can feel her pulling away. So I do the only thing I can think of. I step closer, not stopping until I'm standing mere inches from her. She sucks in a sharp breath and locks gazes with me. "Easton?" she whispers.

      "I really need to kiss you right now."

      When she takes her lower lip between her teeth and lets out a little whimper, I dip my head and take her mouth. Instant heat courses through me, making my whole body sing. Yes, this is what I need. Her. I've never been so swept away by a woman, but I'm desperate for her. Her tongue presses into my mouth and a low moan builds in my chest. If we don't stop now, I'll have her on her back right the fuck now.

      Breaking the kiss, I hold her face between my palms and stare into the eyes I've already come to crave. She breathes hard, lips swollen and gaze heated. "Why...why did you stop?"

      I press my forehead to hers. "If I don't, I'll have you on the bed right here and now."

      "Is that a problem?"

      "That's not why you're here. I don't want you to think I'm paying to fuck you."

      She steps back and everything closes off between us. "Thank you for the reminder. I keep forgetting you hired me." Then she slides open the door and steps out onto the patio, ending our conversation and leaving me without a second glance.
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      Ireland

      

      Easton's kiss still tingles on my lips as I step out of the cool, air-conditioned room and into the baking heat of a Las Vegas afternoon. He was right to stop us when he did, but damn if I didn't want him to do exactly what he said he was worried about.

      I stand outside taking in the beautiful view until the scent of bacon hits my nose. Bacon? My stomach growls. I didn't eat breakfast before Easton picked me up, and honestly, I was too excited to eat. But now, that smell has my mouth watering.

      I head back inside, walking down the hall in search of the kitchen. When I round the corner my heart catches in my throat. Easton stands at the stove, a dishtowel thrown over one shoulder. He looks so damn sexy.

      "You cook?" I ask.

      When he turns, the grin on his face is boyish and charming. "A few things."

      I glance into the pan on the stove. There's the bacon. "What are you making?"

      "BLTs. You want one?"

      Yes, I definitely do. "Is there avocado?"

      He cocks an eyebrow. "I'm a civilized person. Of course there is."

      I hop up onto the counter and watch him assemble the sandwiches. "Where'd all this food come from? You said the place has been empty."

      "I went this morning before I picked you up."

      That's surprising. Nick was the stereotypical rocker. He slept late, drank hard, and partied harder. He also broke my heart into a thousand jagged shards. Maybe it's unfair of me to judge Easton because he's a musician, but part of me can't help the fear of history repeating itself.

      "So, where'd you learn to cook?"

      He glances away and sighs. "Didn't have a lot of supervision when I was a kid. Mom was gone, Dad was around but not present. Had to learn to feed myself or starve."

      "Oh, that's... wow."

      "My older brother took care of my sister and me, but he worked a lot and Paisley and I had to figure out how to make more than cereal." My heart melts thinking of him as a little kid.

      "I'm sure it must have been hard for you."

      "We struggled. I'm not going to lie. When Pais got married, I was relieved she had someone to take care of her."

      "So she's happy now?"

      Easton's expression goes dark. "Her husband died a few weeks before their first baby was born. Drunk driver."

      My gut twists. How terrible. He slides a plate across the counter toward me and I eye him. "Is that why you don't really drink?"

      He nods. "It's part of the reason."

      "And the other part?"

      Hand gripping the back of his neck, he lets out a long breath before he makes eye contact with me. "My dad was an alcoholic. Mom couldn't deal. So, instead of taking us with her, she ran off and left my brother, sister, and me with him. A few years later, he drank himself to death. "

      I try not to let pity be my obvious expression. He wouldn't want that. Instead, I take a bite of my BLT and moan, a pathetic attempt to change the subject. "This is so good," I say around a mouthful of food.

      A smile turns up the corners of his mouth, not quite reaching his eyes. "It's been my favorite since I was a kid. Minus the lettuce and tomato, I learned to appreciate the veggies after high school."

      "A bacon sandwich. Smart kid."

      He laughs and nods. "Sometimes. I got myself into a lot of trouble thinking I was smart."

      "Kids," I say, chuckling under my breath.

      After taking a bite, he joins me on the counter. "So, is that in the future for you? Kids, husband, white picket fence?"

      My gut clenches. "I, uh, I mean..." How do I broach this subject without bringing all my drama into it? "It's something I thought I wanted, but I don't anymore."

      "Not at all?"

      I stare at the clock on the wall in front of us, not willing to let him see my eyes. "No. When I think of puffy white wedding gowns and flower girls, it makes me break out in hives."

      He bumps me with his shoulder. "Maybe you haven't met the right guy."

      "I thought I had. But I was wrong."

      His fingers graze my hand, pulling my attention from the clock to his dark gaze. "Who hurt you?"

      I shake my head and move to leave. "It's no big deal."

      "It is. Whoever that douchebag was, I'm not him. I know how to take care of a woman's heart."

      "Doubtful," I say, hopping down and grabbing my plate. I place it in the sink and toss him a long look. "It's been my experience that guys like you only care about one thing."

      "And what's that?"

      "Your music."

      He's undeterred, getting to his feet and following me. "Did you hear a single word I said earlier? All this..." —he gestures around us— "it's nice. It's a perk. But if I had to give it all up to be happy, to make you happy, I would."

      God, I want to believe him. I take a deep breath. I need to change the tone between us right now. "Okay, tell you what, let's stop with the serious talk and do something fun."

      A grin spreads across his lips. "Like what?"

      "I passed a home theater on the way down the hall. Want to watch a movie?"

      Five minutes later we're settled in, the opening credits of The Princess Bride are playing, and I'm trying not to watch him watch the movie.

      "I can't believe you've never seen this," I say, grabbing a blanket and throwing it over my legs.

      "I'm sure there are movies I've seen that you never have."

      "Maybe, but this is a classic."

      "It's a chick flick."

      I scoff. "This is not a chick flick. This is... it's... that's like saying Star Wars is a kid's movie."

      "Okay, okay, I'm sorry. But the kid in the movie just asked if it was a kissing book, and the couple kissed within the first few minutes of the movie. It looks like a chick flick to me."

      "Well, you're in for a surprise. I bet by the time it's over, you'll want to watch it again."

      He cocks an eyebrow, watching the romance unfold between Buttercup and Westley. "Doubtful."

      "Afraid of a little wager? We're in Vegas, you know. It's kind of what we're known for here."

      "Fine. I win, you let me teach you how to play guitar."

      I don't tell him I already know how to do that. The thought of him showing me something he loves so much makes my belly flip. "And if I win?"

      "You can choose what we do tomorrow."

      "Did I not have a choice already?"

      He grins. "You did, but I won't argue if you win."

      Nodding, I settle in and snuggle under my blanket. Easton puts one arm over the back of the loveseat and pulls part of the soft throw over his legs too. His hand plays with my hair, making heat rush over my body but he never tries anything else.

      We sit together, thighs touching, both working to pay attention to the movie rather than each other. He teases me for mouthing the words to my favorite lines. I swoon over the hero. When the end comes, he turns to me and cups my face in one big palm.

      "Did you like it?" I ask.

      "I did."

      He leans a little closer and I can't tear my gaze away from his full, inviting lips. "So... I win?"

      "It looks like you do."

      "And we can do anything I want?"

      His eyes burn into mine. "Anything."

      My breaths come fast and short as I try to rein in the desire running rampant through me. Maybe I should cash in my winnings now. I know what I want. Him. I close the distance between us, taking his mouth and reveling in the feel of him. His tongue dances with mine as he cups the back of my head and leans over me until I have no choice but to lie back. He fits his hips between my legs as I run my fingers under the fabric of his shirt, feeling the heat of his body.

      "Ireland," he whispers. "I want you so bad. Fuck, you're all I think about."

      I want him too. Since the first time I saw him at the bar. But now I want more than one time with him. The problem is, I know this is temporary. He's leaving, I'm staying.

      I kiss his neck, my teeth grazing the lobe of his ear and pulling a groan from him. Then I whisper, "Me too."

      Running my hands down his chest and abs, I reach his belt buckle and work the leather until the clasp is opened. His hands are everywhere, in my hair, on my breasts, gripping my hips as he rolls his against my thighs. I open his fly and slide my fingers inside his pants, my fingertips brushing the head of his erection.

      He hisses and his hips buck. "Jesus, baby, I want your hands on me."

      "That's what I'm trying to do." Then I grip his steel length and stroke. Oh, he's long and thick and I want every inch of him.

      His deep groans spur me on as he continues to kiss me and now all I can think about is making him come. I want to know what he sounds like when he moans my name as he climaxes.

      "Fuck, you feel so good." His voice is rough with need as his hand slides down my belly and under the waistband of my leggings. Yes, yes, yes. That's where I want him. The moment his fingers brush my clit I squirm under him and cry out. "There it is," he rumbles against my ear. "That's the noise I've been wanting to hear."

      He sinks a finger deep inside me and I meet him with a rough stroke along his cock. We're writhing together, tasting each other's lips, sharing pleasure. I could do this all night. His thumb brushes my clit and he adds a second finger inside me. I answer by rolling my thumb over his crown and spreading the bead of moisture across his tip.

      "I want you to come, baby," he says on a groan.

      "I'm close." I have to force the words because I'm closer than I thought. The sparks are there, all culminating into an explosion. I'm hovering on the edge of release when he groans my name and circles my clit once more.

      He pulses in my hand, hot jets of his pleasure hitting my belly and the guttural sound that rises from his chest makes my own climax roll through me. I cry his name, coming on his fingers as my toes curl from the pleasure.

      Foreheads pressed together, we stay there, breathing heavily, staring at each other. I feel like a teenager making out with my boyfriend. I haven't done this kind of heavy petting in years.

      "We should watch that movie every night," he says, and I can't help but laugh.

      "Yeah, we should."
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      Ireland

      

      The next day I wake up missing him. We went to bed in separate rooms, both of us wanting to draw this out while fighting the urge to give in and sleep together. But I dreamed of him. I fell asleep fantasizing about his kisses and woke smelling his delicious scent. The sun is high in the sky and the automatic shades have rolled up. It must be late morning. Padding out to the kitchen I see he's already made coffee, a mug is set out for me with a little note next to it.

      
        
        Didn't want to wake you. I have to work for a few hours, then you have me at your disposal.

        E

      

      

      God, but he's perfect. I pour myself a cup of coffee and doctor it with cream and sugar, then make my way back to my room. I want to soak up the sun and enjoy some time poolside.

      Slipping on tank top and shorts, I grab my phone and some flip-flops before I head outside. No good burning the soles of my feet on the hot concrete.

      I cover myself in sunscreen and lie out on one of the chairs with my Kindle and a steamy romance novel to keep me company. It’s relaxing and wonderful and before I know it, a few hours have passed. My phone buzzes in my pocket and I pull it out, knowing it's going to be Summer.

      Okay, spill. You can't leave me a note and then vanish without expecting me to come calling.

      I smile to myself, sitting on one of the chairs under an umbrella.

      He's taken me away for a few days. I'm his muse.

      Bullshit!

      I'm serious.

      Have you slept with him?

      No.

      What?

      I said no.

      Well, just be careful.

      Dread curls in my stomach.

      What do you mean?

      It never works out for the muse.

      I get what she's saying. I'm not an idiot. I know there's nothing beyond this for Easton and me. When I don't respond, she sends me another message.

      I'm sure it'll be fine. Have fun with him. It's not every day you go on a getaway with a rock star.

      I laugh despite the fear creeping in around my heart. It's only been four days and I already feel like I'll be losing him when this is over. That's exactly what I don't want. Nick swept me off my feet and then he crushed my heart. But Summer's right. I'm not going to marry Easton. I'm here to be his muse. He hasn't promised more than that. I should have fun, enjoy myself and chalk this up to an experience I'll look back on when I'm old and gray. But I can't have that if Easton isn't here with me.

      I stand and head back to my room, grabbing my bag and pulling out my little red string bikini. After changing, I throw on my black crochet cover-up and pad through the house, peeking into the bedroom next to mine in hopes he'll be there. The room is empty, only his shoes on the floor telling me this is, in fact, where he'll be passing the nights.

      The tile floor is cool on my bare feet, and as I go, I marvel at the modern decor. Everything is clean lines and neutral colors. It's peaceful in comparison to the insanity of a Vegas casino.

      "Where are you, Easton?" I murmur to myself.

      Farther down the hall I hear the gentle strum of a guitar and my heart leaps at the promise of seeing him. I round the corner and stop in the doorway of a room clearly meant for music. Guitars line the walls and a piano sits tucked in the corner. Easton looks completely at home here, feet bare, hair falling into his eyes, brow furrowed in concentration. I lean against the doorframe, heart in my throat as I watch him work. After every few strums of the strings, he stops and writes something down in his notebook, then returns to his composing. It's magic.

      The song is beautiful, but when he starts from the beginning and his lyrics rise over the chords, I have goose bumps. His voice brushes over me like velvet across my skin as he sings. I could stay here forever. But I'm so wrapped up in his song I don't realize he's noticed me until our eyes lock. My breath catches, and a smile turns up my lips as he stops strumming and rests his arm across the top of his guitar.

      "Sounds good," I say, forcing the words through my tight throat.

      "Thank you." His answering grin has my heart fluttering. "It's because of you."

      "I didn't do anything."

      "You don't have to. This is exactly why I wanted you with me. I'm inspired by your energy."

      I fidget with the holes in my cover-up, poking my fingers through the crochet design. His heavy gaze on me is making my skin heat.

      "Going for a swim?" he asks, his voice rough.

      "I was thinking about it. I came to see if you wanted to join me, but you're working, so..."

      He sets his guitar in a stand and rises. "I'm done." He doesn't even try to hide his happiness at my invitation.

      As he strides across the room, I stand up straighter, conscious of his gaze on my form. He runs his finger over the hem of my cover-up and gives it a playful tug. "What's the point of this? I can see right through it."

      A laugh escapes me. "It's to give the illusion of clothes."

      "Illusion. Hmm, that's one word you could use."

      "What would you use?"

      "Tease. It's definitely a tease."

      I take his hand and pull it up until the tips of his fingers are at my lips. Pressing soft kisses to his fingertips, I watch his eyes go dark with lust. "I know you don't think I'm a whore but I also know this can't go anywhere. Let's just have fun with what time we've got."

      His jaw tightens but he takes a deep breath and nods. "Fine. Let's have fun." He threads our fingers together and that familiar buzz of connection hums between us.

      We walk together, hands linked, silent. His calloused fingers tickle the inside of my wrist when we reach his room. "Give me a minute to change."

      The thought of him changing clothes with me separated by only a wall makes something tighten low in my belly. I nod and wait for him to leave me, but he doesn't.

      "Are you going to change?" I ask.

      "If you let me go."

      What is he talking about? But then I look down at our hands. Fingers still linked, mine gripping his tightly. "Oh," I say, releasing him and stepping back. "Sorry."

      "Don't apologize for touching me."

      "I'll just... meet you at the pool." I back up and head into my own room, needing a minute to remind my stupid heart that he's not here for forever. Easton is a passing fancy. He'll roll through my life and I'll help him write his album. I need to stop letting myself fantasize about keeping him. That's what got me hurt with Nick.

      It takes Easton less than two minutes to change and when he emerges, stepping onto the patio like a freaking GQ model in his navy swim trunks that hang low on his hips, I have to swallow past the lump in my throat. I knew he had a great body under those clothes. I'd felt the muscles under his shirt yesterday. I didn't expect the six-pack, the tattoos, or a nipple piercing. The man is pure sex.

      "Take a picture, it'll last longer." His amused tone makes me smile.

      "Using my words against me?"

      "Absolutely."

      He dives into the pool, the water rippling as I watch his figure swim under the surface. When his head breaches the surface, he grins and says, "Come on. I'm waiting."

      I grab the hem of my cover-up and pull it over my head, baring my toned body to him. It's obvious he likes what he sees from the low, "Fuck me," that falls from his lips.

      I don't dive straight into the blue water. Instead, I ease myself down, letting my body adjust to the temperature change. My nipples harden from a combination of lust and the cold. At first, I think maybe he hasn't noticed, but when his hands encircle my bare waist, he leans in and nuzzles my neck.

      "Cold?" he asks.

      "A little."

      He helps me down until I'm standing on the bottom of the pool, water up to the tops of my breasts. "You're the most stunning woman I've ever known."

      My chest tightens and belly flips. This man has dated supermodels and he thinks I'm the most stunning? I can't wrap my brain around that one. "You're charming," I say, splashing him.

      He laughs and splashes me back, making me squeal when the cold water hits the parts of me that haven't gone under yet. We laugh and play in the water together, the sun low in the sky and nothing else to worry about. It's freeing and wonderful. An hour later, we're both floating in the water, staring at the cloudless sky as it turns the purple only a Nevada sunset can offer.

      "Did you always want to be famous?" I ask.

      "No. I wanted to be a firefighter when I was a kid. Like my cousin."

      The idea of him rushing into a burning building to save people sends a wave of desire through me. "Really? I could see you doing that. You'd look hot in turnout gear."

      "How do you know what they wear?"

      I laugh. "I watch TV."

      "Oh, good. I thought maybe you'd dated a firefighter."

      "Nope. I haven't dated in a really long time."

      I hear the water ripple as he changes positions and I stand to see what he's doing. He assesses me, dark eyes raking my form. "How in the world has that been possible?"

      "Well, I actively choose not to date."

      He brushes my hair away from my face and steps close. "Until now."

      We're not dating. I want to scream it at him. He can't act like I'm his when he knows this isn't going anywhere. "Easton," I whisper.

      "Don't talk. Just let me kiss you. I'm addicted to the taste of your lips."

      I moan against his mouth the instant it touches mine. He wraps me in his arms, the warmth of his body a contrast to the water around us. All I want is to be close to him. The steel ridge of his erection presses against my belly, a promise of more to come. I glide my hands down his chest and over the planes of his abs until I find my goal. He's long and thick and I'm ready to have him.

      He groans when I slip my fingers under the waistband of his swim trunks and grip him. His fingers trail across my shoulders and he pulls on the strings holding up my bikini top. The red fabric falls free, baring my breasts and I shiver when my hard nipples brush against his chest.

      When he breaks our kiss, I almost whine, but his big hands encircle my waist and lift me until I wrap my legs around his hips. I close my eyes and rock my hips, my clit rubbing the hard length of him through our bathing suits. Warm lips close around my nipple, sending shockwaves of need straight to my core.

      "Oh, God," I cry, squirming in his hold.

      He sucks harder, biting just enough to bring another moan from me. I need him inside me almost more than I need my next breath. I reach down and untie both sides of my bikini bottoms before I go to work on his suit. He releases my breast and groans when I free him and line his blunt head up with my slick and ready folds.

      He's there, pressing inside, just the tip and it already feels so damn good. I want all of him. Right now.

      "Easton, don't tease." Instead of sheathing himself fully, he pulls away, righting his swim trunks before scooping me into his arms. He walks us to the stairs and we leave the water, me with my bikini top hanging off me. "What are you doing?"

      "I'm not fucking you for the first time in a pool. You'll be under me, on a bed so I can watch your face when I make you come."

      I'm not going to argue with that.
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      Easton

      

      What the fuck is wrong with me? I nearly sank into Ireland right there in the pool--bareback. If it hadn't been for my need to take my time with her, I probably would have forgotten completely about protection. That's how you end up with a kid and child support payments. But my cock gives a jerk at the thought of filling her with my baby. I can't deny the caveman need to leave my mark, give her a piece of me so she'll never forget, but now isn't the time.

      I slide open the door to my room and lay her on the bed, her wet body as beautiful as I'd known it would be. She's open for me, ready and trusting.

      "Spread your knees, baby," I say, needing full access to the treasure between her thighs.

      She does, no arguments, no sass. She knows how important this moment is.

      I've tasted her mouth, but now it's time to taste her pussy. Fitting my shoulders between her legs, I spread her lips with my fingers and trail them over her smooth, bare skin. She's glistening with arousal and it takes everything in me not to dive right in. I sink one finger inside her, loving the little gasp of surprise that comes from her. She's tight and hot and wet.

      "God, Easton, it feels so good," she moans.

      "It's about to feel a lot better." I take the hard button of her clit into my mouth and suck. She tastes like honey and I could lap at her all fucking night. I swirl my tongue and pump my finger in and out until she's trembling.

      "I...I'm, oh, God, I'm coming." Her broken words have my cock weeping with the need to be inside her and when she clenches around my finger, I have to press my own hips into the mattress to get some relief.

      Then she's grabbing my hair, pulling me up her body. Her eyes are filled with desperate need. "Inside me," she breathes. I nod and move to grab a condom, but she holds me tight. "I'm on the pill. I need to feel all of you. Please?"

      I should still get protection, I know that, but I want to feel all of her too. Shoving my swim trunks down my hips, I kick the wet fabric off and line my aching erection up with her pussy. "Ready, baby?" I ask.

      She bites her lower lip and nods. "So, fucking ready."

      I don't look away from her gaze as I slowly sink into her body. Instead, I watch her expression change from excitement to a little discomfort as she adjusts to my size, and then finally to absolute pleasure. I'm breathing hard, trying to keep from thrusting until I know she's ready.

      "What are you waiting for?" she asks, that sass coming through again.

      "I don't want to hurt you."

      "I'm not fragile. If you don't start moving, I'm going to take charge and ride you until I come."

      My cock throbs inside her causing us both to moan. I'd love to see her on top, her perfect tits bouncing as she gets us both off. But this time, I'm owning her. I thrust, pull back, thrust again until the rhythm is steady and we're both panting. Her nails dig into my back and she cries out my name while I drive deep inside her. I never want to leave this bed.

      "You feel so good, baby." I move into her holding on to every ounce of control I possess to stop the orgasm racing up my spine. "So fucking good."

      I groan as she clenches around me, the telltale pulse of her around my cock. Her climax has her eyes fluttering, legs tightening, heels digging into my ass, bringing on my own release. "I never want this to end," she says and I can't agree more.

      "It doesn't have to." I know the minute I say it, I've made a mistake. She tenses and shifts out from under me, standing and pulling a blanket off the chair. Then she wraps it around her and starts for the door. "Hey, don't do that."

      "But that's the point of this. It does have to end." Her voice holds no hint of sadness. She's matter of fact.

      "Why?"

      "You're only here for two weeks. This" —she gestures between us— "was never supposed to be more than a fling."

      I stand and go to her, not willing to let her shut me down. "Stop. You feel it just like I do. This is more than a fling."

      "You're going to leave and I won't see you again. That's how this works. No one stays in Vegas. This is the place people come to get away from real life. I should know. I've been hiding from my life for two years."

      I pull her to me, holding her close and breathing in her vanilla scent. She's been hurt by someone, that much is obvious. "You'll see me again. I promise. What we have is special. It might have only been a few days, but I know. I feel it."

      She doesn't wiggle out of my grasp or fight my hold. She melts into my arms and lets me comfort her. "I feel it too. I want you to be telling me the truth."

      "I am. Now come back to bed and let me love you." I pick her up and carry her back to my bed.

      I wake up with her in my arms, warm, naked, and pressed against me. Fuck. I could take her right now, I'm so ready. She gives a little moan and wriggles that perfect ass of hers so my cock is nestled between the firm cheeks. Her ass looks like a peach, plump and round, ready for me to take a bite of. I remember thinking that when she got in the pool. My hand slides down her hip and around so I can cup her beautiful ass. She moans again, and I move my fingers forward until I'm touching a very different part of her body. This part is hot and wet and needy for me.

      "Morning, baby," I murmur against her shoulder.

      "Mmm," she says, stretching and rolling her hips. The friction does fantastic things to my dick.

      "I want you."

      I play with her clit, making her shudder and spread her legs. Without another word, I line myself up with her entrance and slide into her waiting pussy. God, she feels like heaven. Like it's nothing but her and me, made for each other. I know right now, beyond everything else, that I want her forever. When this concert is done, when I'm ready to leave, I'm taking this woman with me.
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      Ireland

      

      I fell back to sleep after Easton woke me up with amazing morning sex. He's everything I want. Tender and gentle while still being rough around the edges. He takes care of me and he opens up, shares his life even after only a short time. It might seem too fast for some, but we've spent more time together than most couples in their first few months of dating. We've just done it all at once.

      The sound of his voice wakes me fully, bringing a smile to my face as I see him pacing the room. He's on the phone with someone.

      "Did he like it? I thought it'd be a good surprise. I can't wait to see him. Yeah. Tell him I love him and I'll see him soon."

      My heart lurches at first, but then I remember him talking about his brother. Maybe he's got a family gathering planned for after this trip. He seemed to really love his siblings. I close my eyes again, not wanting him to think I was eavesdropping. The bed dips and he leans in to press a soft kiss to my temple.

      Then he leaves and I hear the bathroom door close and the shower start. I stand and run to my room, grabbing a nightgown and robe I'd brought when I wasn't sure what we'd be doing during this week. My hair is a curly mass of frizz and tangles. Decidedly not sexy. I pull it all up high on my head into a top knot and rush to the bathroom to brush my teeth. I'm going to make this man breakfast, then let him make love to me on the kitchen counter.

      As I mix the pancake batter, my phone rings from its place on the charger in the kitchen. I ignore it. Nothing is more important than being here with Easton. But the damn thing rings again. And again. I finally pull it off the charger and answer.

      "What?" I say, knowing it's Summer.

      "Did you see?"

      I roll my eyes. "See what, Summer?"

      "The article."

      "What article?"

      She takes a deep breath, lets it out, and says, "I'll send it to you, but I think you were right to be worried about Easton in the beginning. He's... well, I think you should read the article."

      Dread curls in my gut. "Summer?"

      "Just... read it. Call me if you need a ride home."

      She hangs up and my phone pings with a text alert. With my jaw clenched tight, I click the link and begin to read.

      Easton Harrison's Secret Double Life--Exposed

      

      Easton Harrison, most commonly known for his swoon-worthy songs about love and loss comes across as the most eligible bachelor; the perfect man all women want in their hearts. But sources close to the star say things aren't always what they seem. After extensive investigation, it appears that until Harrison landed his big record deal three years ago, he wore a very different label. Daddy. That's right, ladies. Easton Harrison is a dad, and by the looks of it, a deadbeat. Sources say he doted on his son, now seven years old, until making it big, when he abandoned him and left without so much as a visit.

      

      I can't read any more. My stomach turns and I feel like I'm going to be sick. There in the picture is Easton holding a little baby with a blue cap. He's smiling brightly with a hospital bracelet on his wrist. They don't give those to visitors. That's the kind of thing you get when you're staying for the long haul. When you're the kid's dad.

      I toss the unused pancake batter in the sink and head back to my room. Easton catches me up in his arms in the middle of the hall, a lazy smile on his face.

      "Hey, baby, where's the fire?"

      "Get your hands off me. I'm going home."

      His eyes widen with alarm before his brows furrow. "What's going on?"

      "This isn't going to work. Take me home or I'm calling a car."

      "Ireland. Tell me what this is about?" He holds my upper arms in his big hands, a slight note of panic in his voice.

      "This is about you being so much worse than what I feared you'd be."

      I wiggle out of his grasp and he runs a hand through his still damp hair. "I don't understand. How did I fuck this up between this morning and the shower?"

      I want to give him the chance to explain, to tell me the truth. "Is there anything about your life you haven't told me? Anything important?"

      He stares at me, his expression going hard. "No. Nothing."

      That's it. I'm done. "I really believed you when you said you'd never lie. God, I was an idiot."

      I slam my door and fight the sob building in my chest. Without a second thought, I text Summer my location and get started packing. I pull on some clothes and get everything squared away in record time, seeing Easton's shadow under my door the whole time. He knocks on the door, calls my name, begs me to talk, but I'm not falling for it. I'm not falling for him. Instead of taking the front, I leave through my sliding glass door. Easily opening the gate and walking away before he can even realize I'm gone.

      Maybe it's an overreaction, but I've been lied to and screwed over before. I won't let it happen again.

      It takes me close to ten minutes to get to the outer gates of this community and the whole time I'm worried Easton will come find me. He doesn't, not until I see Summer's car pull up. Then Easton speeds toward me, determined and desperate.

      "Ireland, please."

      "Save it, Easton. Keep your money, I hope you write your album."

      He frowns and steps out of his car, but I'm already in Summer's car, heading back to my real life. Chest tight with tears, I hold it in, not wanting to cry in front of my cousin. But when she turns her gaze on me, I lose it. Fat teardrops run down my cheeks as the loss hits me full force.

      "I'm sorry, hon," she says.

      "I was stupid. I shouldn't have let myself start feeling things for him."

      "You started feeling things the moment you saw him."

      I sniff and take a shuddering breath. "I did."

      "Do you love him?"

      Love him? God, do I? "I don't know. How can I love someone who would say his kid wasn't important?"

      "Maybe there's more to the story."

      "The picture was clear, Summer. He was there, in the delivery room, bracelet on his wrist, holding that kid. I normally wouldn't believe a story like that, but it was obvious."

      "God, I'm just... I wish this turned out different for you."

      "Me too."
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      Easton

      

      I don't know what the fuck I did, but Ireland won't talk to me. I've spent the last two days parked on the stool in the bar, waiting for her. She's avoiding me. I'm not writing, I'm not rehearsing. I'm just waiting.

      "Can't you take a hint?" Summer, the blonde I've seen working with Ireland, stands in front of me. Pity mixed with anger on her face. "She's done with you."

      "I need to see her."

      "Why? Because she's your muse?"

      "Because I'm fucking in love with her."

      Her expression changes to pure pity. "Does she know that?"

      "I haven't had a chance to tell her. She won't talk to me."

      "Listen, Easton, Ireland's not one to trust people easily. Maybe you should start with being honest."

      "I have been."

      "Then why didn't you tell her about your son? She had to find out in an article online."

      My heart stops beating for a moment, I can't catch my breath as Ireland's question, Is there anything about your life you haven't told me, replays in my mind. "I don't have a son."

      She grabs her phone and scrolls until her eyes light up. "Not according to this. That photo looks an awful lot like a new dad in the delivery room."

      I stare at the photo and I want to scream in frustration. "That is me. And yeah, I was in the delivery room because my sister's husband had just died and I was the only one there with her when she went into labor. Goddamn asshole tabloids."

      "Oh, no. Really?" she asks.

      "Yeah, really. That's my nephew, Noel. And you know what, he is like a son to me. I'm all he has and it kills me that I can't see him as much as I'd like."

      Her expression softens and she puts a hand on my arm. "You're really in love with Ireland?"

      "Yes, I really am. If I had the chance, I'd take her to the nearest chapel and marry her right now."

      Her smile is so wide I could probably count her teeth if I wanted. "I'm suddenly not feeling very well. Gosh, I think I need to call someone to take over for me." She gives a dramatic fake cough. "Do you care if your bride is wearing black?"

      My heart flips. "She could be wearing flip-flops and yoga pants for all I care. I just want her to be mine."

      "Wait here." She flounces off to the back room and I sit up a little straighter.

      Fifteen minutes later I see her. Ireland stands in the Employees Only door staring at me. She's heartbreakingly beautiful with her dark hair pinned back, away from her face but still cascading in long waves. Her lips are deep red, eyes shining and haunted. She tries to turn on her heels and I catch sight of the back of her dress. It's the same dress she'd been wearing when we met. The woman is fucking gorgeous.

      "Ireland, wait," I call and Summer stops her from retreating.

      She gives Summer a glare that might wither a weaker person, but her cousin knows how to handle her. "Give him a chance," Summer says.

      The love of my life stalks toward me, arms crossed over her chest, eyes blazing. "What do you want?"

      My hands are shaking as I force the words to my mouth. "I want to marry you."

      "What?" she laughs. "You can't be serious. I can't marry someone who won't tell me the truth about who he is."

      "You know everything. That baby you saw in the article, it's my nephew.”

      She gives me a dubious glance. “You were in the delivery room? I saw the hospital bracelet. They don’t give those out to visitors.”

      Swallowing hard, I wait a beat before launching into my story. “Paisley’s husband died not long before she went into labor. She didn’t have anyone for support. Just me. So, yeah, I was in the delivery room. I cut the cord, held him while she got some rest, and I’ll always fucking be there for him.”

      Her blue eyes widen before her expression softens. “What’s his name?”

      “Noel and he's seven. I love him like a son.” When she steps closer I know she believes me and the tightness in my chest eases a fraction. “You can meet him at the concert if you want. In fact, I'd love it."

      "Really?" Her voice is soft and filled with hope.

      "I love you, Ireland. And if you love me, which I think you do, say the word and I'll take you and make you my wife right now."

      This woman who was fire and sass when we first met is staring at me in utter disbelief. "You love me?"

      "I do. I should've told you the other night when I realized it, but I was scared. I know you've been hurt before, but I'll do everything in my power to protect your beautiful heart."

      "I...I love you too, Easton," she whispers and my heart nearly explodes.

      I wrap her in my arms and pull her close, kissing her deeply in front of all the patrons at the bar. Camera shutters click and I know this will be splashed all over social media before my manager can put out a press release, but I don't give a damn. I've got the woman I love right here with me and she's going to be mine... forever.
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      Ireland

      

      I'm standing backstage, watching Easton Harrison, my new husband, perform his last song of the night. The guys in his band have already left the stage, leaving only Easton with his guitar. Paisley, his sister, and her son Noel stand next to me, both of them smiling on adoringly at Easton. He's been fantastic, taking an audience of thousands and making it feel like an intimate group. I'm in awe of him.

      "I know you've probably already seen her on social media, the woman who stole my heart when she stole my drink, but I wanted you to be the first to meet her." His voice floats over me and it takes a second for his words to register. When he looks at me in the wings, my stomach flutters. "Come on out here, baby."

      Shit, he's talking to me. I run my fingers through my hair and walk onto the stage, the bright spotlight blinding me momentarily. "What are you doing?" I whisper in his ear when he leans in to kiss me.

      A stagehand brings out a stool and Easton motions for me to sit. "I'd like to introduce you to Ireland, my wife."

      The crowd goes insane, cheering and yelling so loud my ears hurt.

      Then Easton starts playing his guitar, his fingers creating a delicate and intricate melody on the strings. "This is for you, baby. I love you." Then he turns his focus to the crowd and says, "Anyone want to hear a new song?"

      Again they scream for him, and pride wells in my chest. This man is so much more than I gave him credit for. His dark eyes find mine and he winks, he never stops looking at me as he says, "This one's called, ‘Whiskey Sour.’"

      Then he starts singing.

      Fire in her eyes, candy on her lips.

      She's a whiskey sour,

      And I'm ready for a sip...

      God, I love this man. I can't wait for our honeymoon to start tonight. He sings to me and I forget we're on a stage, that the world is watching. All I see is him. He's my forever, the one I never thought I'd find.

      I used to think I couldn't get over my past, that I was done with men. I was ashamed that I ran away to Vegas. But now I know I wouldn't do it different because I met the love of my life at The Little Black Dress and I'm never letting him go.
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      Enjoy this sample of my steamy paranormal romance, Waking the Watcher. If you like dirty talking Irish vampires, fallen angels, and romance that will sweep you off your feet, this book is for you!

      If PNR isn’t your style, check out my Golden Beach series for sexy firefighters in a small town!
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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Galen

      The darkness covers me like a cloak, keeping me out of sight and hidden from view. I need to hunt, need to feed, the urge so strong, my fangs descend before I’ve even zeroed in on my prey. In the almost one hundred years of my existence as a vampire, I’ve never been this filled with hunger. I watch the crowded dance floor as bodies writhe and sway. Sweaty skin, flushed cheeks, all ripe for the picking. Try as I might, I can’t find the one I need tonight. It’s never easy, choosing the girl I’m going to kill, but I always find her.

      Tonight the club is filled with the same women I always see. Desperate for love, attention, and validation that they’re not too old to be there. Usually this means plenty of easy targets. I could have any of them up against the wall, my teeth in their necks. I like to pretend there’s more coming. Make them think I’m going to fuck them before I feed. I suppose I do, sort of. I send them off into oblivion in a rush of pleasure more powerful than any orgasm they’ve ever experienced. I just can’t do it with my cock.

      I used to miss it, the feeling of blood filling my dick, the tightening in my balls right before I came. Maybe I still do, in a way, but usually it’s eclipsed by another sort of lust.

      A busty redhead catches my eye, her lush, pouty lips the sort of thing I’d have gone for when I was a horny lad spending my nights at the pub. She grins and curls a finger, beckoning, and I head in her direction. She’s just the kind of woman I like to take. She’d give me a wild ride, and I’d leave her drained in the alley. As I move across the floor toward her, the smile she sends me tells me she’s been waiting for me to notice her.

      “It took you long enough, handsome,” she purrs in my ear.

      I don’t smile at her teasing. All I want is to feed, but something is missing in this woman. She doesn’t feel right. I could feed off her and be done with it, but I know she won’t fully sate my thirst. Her hand runs up my chest and into the hair at the back of my neck.

      “God, you’re hot. Want to get out of here?” she asks, pressing her breasts firmly into my chest.

      I barely hear her, though, as my heart gives an alarming stutter. I usually don’t feel its slow pulse. It thuds again—hard. What the hell? Turning my head, I see her. She’s not a ravishing beauty by any means, but there’s something innately sensual about her as she stands with her back pressed to the bar, talking to a friend, her long, dark hair falling over one shoulder. Wide blue eyes meet mine, and I’m instantly hard. What is happening to me? I remove the redhead’s hand from my neck and, without a word, stalk my way across the dance floor. I have to be with this woman. She’s the one I need to feed from tonight. The one I need to do so many other things to as well. So many things I haven’t been able to do for a hundred years.

      Her brows rise when I reach her, and I don’t blame her for being startled. I’m standing inches away from her. I’m much too close for most people’s comfort, but I need to drink her in. To be surrounded by the heat radiating from her body. My dick twitches as I lean even closer and breathe in her scent. What is she doing to me?

      “Come with me,” I demand, hitting her with the full force of my gaze.

      She laughs softly and blinks up at me. “Does that work on anyone? Really?”

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I’ve never had to do more than that. This is both frustrating and curious. Typically, I lay the Dracula hypnosis on them, and they do what I want.

      “Usually every time,” I admit.

      Her hand brushes mine, and we both take in sharp breaths at the tingle that starts to build where our skin touches.

      “I’m Reese,” she says.

      “Galen,” I offer. I don’t know why I told her my real name. I usually go with something overtly masculine like Trent or Dirk. Galen betrays my deep Irish roots. I’ve always thought it made me sound soft.

      “Galen.” She tries my name out as if checking to see how it feels on her tongue.

      I have to bite back a moan as an image of her tongue wrapped around my cock floods my mind. I’m painfully hard. If I’m not buried balls-deep in this woman in the next ten minutes, I might explode.

      “Are you here to find someone to fuck or marry?” I ask. Tactful? No. But I need to get to business, right now.

      Her mouth falls open into a little “O” of surprise, and I roll my eyes. She’s oblivious to the fact that she’s killing me.

      “Look, I’m serious. I’m not looking for more than someone to share an amazing night with. I want that someone to be you. Come with me, Reese. I’ll show you more pleasure than you could ever dream of.”

      She swallows and motions for the bartender to fill her drink, tossing it back as soon as the glass hits the bar.

      “Promise?” she asks.

      I feel a little guilty, promising her pleasure while planning to end her life. But then she accidentally brushes her hip against my crotch, and I know I have to take her. There’s something special about Reese, and I’m not going to risk missing out on that just because I have to kill her.

      

      It takes everything I have not to press Reese into the alley and thrust myself inside her. A deep ache settles in my balls as they tighten and my shaft hardens even more, as if that’s possible. We walk in tense silence, my hand on the small of her back.

      “Where are we going?” she asks, her words a soft, husky melody breaking through the quiet night.

      “My driver is around the corner. I assume you don’t have a problem coming back to my place?”

      She straightens her shoulders, stopping us in the middle of the sidewalk, and places herself directly in my path. “No. No problem.”

      A jolt runs through me at the determination hiding in her expression. Leaning into me, she runs a tentative hand up my chest before pressing her body against mine. I know she’ll feel me, hard and ready, but I don’t give a damn. All I want at this moment is to keep feeling her. The heat of her skin and the soft scent of vanilla in her hair mix with the headier scent of her arousal, overwhelming me. Before I can react, her lips are on mine, and a fire overtakes me.

      My hands tangle in her long, dark hair, taking her kiss from gentle to frantic in the space between breaths. Now that she’s crossed the threshold, I can’t keep hold of my control. I press my hips into her, making sure she feels what she’s doing to me, needing the friction to relieve some of the pressure against my fly. She parts her lips on a little moan, giving me the delicious opportunity to slide my tongue in her mouth. Fuck, she tastes like wine and honey. It’s intoxicating, and I want more. My head spins as her breasts rub against my chest and her fingers fumble with the buttons on my shirt.

      “You’re cold,” she murmurs against my lips.

      “Aye.” I hear myself speak but barely recognize the rough tone. My Irish is showing, but I couldn’t care less. “Aren’t you?”

      As if she’d forgotten we were standing in the middle of the sidewalk, she blinks hard and quickly steps away. The absence of her heat is like a little death. I need her like a drowning man needs air. The town car is mere feet away from us, but I never want to stop kissing her. Pulling her to me again, I cover her mouth with mine and cup her luscious ass, lifting her with little effort. When she wraps her legs around my hips, a surge of victory runs through me. Long, drugging kisses keep me walking slowly toward the car. I hold her up one-handed while I open the door with the other. Never breaking contact with her lips, I maneuver us into the backseat, laying her out across the leather. It’s more cramped than I’d like, but for what I have in mind, it’ll do.

      “Wait.” That one word, just a breath from her lips, hits my veins like ice water.

      Her small hand pushes at my chest, and, although it physically hurts me, I move away. “Don’t stop this. Not now.” I’m still kneeling on the floor, hovering over her.

      I can hear the erratic beating of her heart, the blood pulsing through her body, but all I want is to be with her, inside her. Sitting up and scooting to the other side of the car, she straightens her skirt and turns away from me. Panic sets in, gripping my chest.

      “Let me out,” she says.

      “Reese …” I don’t know how to stop her. I could just take her, here and now, but I’ve never raped a woman, and I’m not going to start now.

      Her whole body is trembling as she reaches for the door. “This was a mistake. I…I can’t do this.”

      Somehow, I manage to keep myself from following her out of the car, even though every nerve in my body is screaming at me to take her and sate my lust. Why am I reacting this way? I try to convince myself that her leaving is a good thing. Something must be wrong with me. Who knows what might have happened if I’d had my way with her? My cock throbs, straining against my pants, a painful reminder of Reese.

      Ten minutes later, as my driver pulls the car into my underground garage, I shift uncomfortably, trying to rid myself of the erection tenting my pants. I need a release—that much is obvious. Aching with need, I rush through the door and into my home, pulling at my trousers as I make my way to the shower.

      “Is that a banana in your pocket or are you happy to see me, Galen?” Devin’s amused timbre carries through the darkened living room, stopping me in my tracks. Being caught by my friend and mentor with a raging erection is mortifying to say the least. Although he’s not responsible for changing me, he has been my sole source of guidance over the last ninety-odd years, and he doesn’t ever let me forget that fact.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, you wanker?”

      He raises an eyebrow as he switches on the lamp. “Looks to me like you’re about to be the wanker.”

      Embarrassment floods me. I’m like a horny teenager who just discovered his dick. “I don’t know what’s going on. I was hunting, I saw her, and then…this.” I gesture to my crotch.

      Devin shakes his head and mutters, “Lucky bastard.”

      “Not lucky enough.” I let out a sigh and rake my hands through my hair. “I let her go.”

      My friend stares at me, his face a mask of indifference. “Well, I need to hunt. I haven’t fed in almost a week, but being the considerate friend I am, I stopped by to see if you wanted to come with me. Do you need to take care of your…problem? Or can we go?”

      The desire for Reese still burns in the back of my mind, but as I think about feeding, I can feel the bloodlust building inside. “Let’s go.”

      Reese

      It’s official. I’m the worst at one-night stands. There I was, beautiful man ready to fuck me senseless, and I chickened out. Why is this so hard for me? I’m twenty-three. No one is still a virgin at twenty-three anymore, right? Except for me.

      Lying stretched out in my bathtub, I listen to the latest smutty romance novel I downloaded on audiobook. The heroine is just about to give it up to the biker bad boy, and all I can think about is Galen. He was mesmerizing. The things I wanted to do to him played over and over in my mind. Things I’d only ever read about.

      A sharp knock on the bathroom door has me pulling the curtain around the tub and sinking lower to hide beneath the bubbles.

      “Reese? Can I come in?” Trisha calls through the door.

      “Only if you bring more wine.”

      She laughs as she steps inside the steam-filled room. “On it, boss.”

      Through the sliver of space between the curtain and the wall, I see her grab my empty wineglass from the little table next to the tub and silently bless her.

      “So? It didn’t go as you planned?” Her tone is casual but curious as she returns and places a full glass within my reach.

      “I think I’m broken.”

      “Maybe he just wasn’t what you were looking for?”

      “Did you see him? He’s what every straight woman is looking for. He even had an accent.”

      She sighs and takes a seat on the closed toilet before turning off my audiobook. “God, for a virgin, you really like the sexy books.”

      “Research,” I say before taking a gulp of my wine.

      “I think what you need is some hands-on research at this point. What happened? Things looked pretty intense between you when you left.”

      Remembering the heat in his gaze sent a shiver through me. “I don’t know. I got in his car, I swear, he was going to seal the deal right there, but then I panicked. It seemed like it was going so fast.”

      “Sweet Reese, guarding her flower.”

      I fight off the frustration that wells up inside me. “That’s not it, and you know it. I’m not saving myself, I just haven’t taken that step.”

      “Yet.”

      I nod. “Yet.”

      It’s not that I don’t want to have sex. I’m more than ready. There just hasn’t been that … spark with anyone. I want passion and fireworks when I finally give it up. But, maybe that’s not how it really is. Then again, what happened between Galen and me had been the epitome of passion. I had thought my knees were going to give out on more than one occasion during our makeout session on the sidewalk. Just thinking about his hands in my hair, the press of his thickness against my core, the way he murmured my name …

      “Reese? Hello?” Trisha is still here. Shit. She’s talking to me, and I’m fantasizing. What is wrong with me?

      “Sorry, I must’ve dozed off,” I lie, thankful the shower curtain is covering me.

      “Don’t fall asleep in the bath. You’ll drown yourself, and then where will I be?” She yawns and lets out a sigh. “Anyway, I’m heading to bed. I’ve got rehearsal in the morning and a date tomorrow night.”

      I pull the drain plug from the tub and tell her good night, all while trying to rid my mind of thoughts of Galen’s expert tongue in my mouth.
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