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    Their love is a long shot...


    Aspiring writer Kellie Dalton needs a man, and fast. When she’s rear-ended by a sexy-as-sin biker on the way to a Vegas romance readers convention, she sees her chance. If he’ll pose as her fake boyfriend long enough to impress a bestselling author, Kellie has a shot at saving the bookstore for underprivileged kids she runs back home.


    Quinn Anderson doesn’t know what to make of the cute little writer who stirs his heart and his libido, but he does know he wants to get better acquainted. And if that means keeping up their sexy ruse all week, he’s game.


    Quinn knows girl like Kellie deserves someone with a secure future to help with her store, not a guy struggling to turn a profit on his chopper shop. But if his motorcycle designs win the big Vegas competition, he’ll have enough prize money to fund his dreams…and hers.
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    For Mom and Dad. You wouldn’t have minded if I’d skipped grad school to be a biker, right?

  


  
    Chapter One


    Kellie’s phone pinged with missed calls as soon as she turned it back on. She’d been in Las Vegas all of thirty minutes—just long enough to collect her luggage and sign a car rental agreement. And the number of messages was stalling her efforts to change from “regular life” to “fantasy life.” Maybe she should have just taken a cab. But she’d earned all those free rental days with her frequent apple juice drinker points, and the only other thing she qualified for was a set of mixing bowls. Which she didn’t need. So yeah, driving a strange car in a strange town.


    She stopped at a light and pressed the callback icon on her cell.


    “Dalton the Dinosaur’s Den.” Kellie’s assistant Rocky practically sang the name of the bookstore, a 180-degree shift from the panicked tone of his voicemail.


    “Hi there,” she said. “What happened?”


    “Oh. It’s you.” He changed from friendly neighbor guy to hissy-fit man in a heartbeat. “That bitch was here. Waiting for me to open the store this morning.”


    “What did she want?” Kellie couldn’t bang her head on the steering wheel because the light had changed to green, but she was tempted to pull over just so she could indulge.


    “She’s starting eviction proceedings.”


    All of the tension that had drifted away behind Kellie in the clouds caught up with her, and a sharp pain stabbed her in the heart. “On what grounds? I’ve paid our rent, I have the lease agreement. I’m not serving snacks anymore in violation of any secret health codes—”


    “Lack of maintenance.”


    “On what? All I have to do is vacuum and take out the trash each week!”


    “She says our sign is faded and not in tune with the neighborhood’s conventions.”


    “I just painted that sign. It’s supposed to look old and…archaeological.”


    “You know what her problem is, though.”


    Yes. Kellie knew. The problem was that the “revitalization” of Smyrna Springs didn’t include welcoming current residents, who might not earn as much as the fancy-schmancy new business owners and remodel-happy newcomers.


    The fact was that Dalton the Dinosaur’s bookstore encouraged the disadvantaged kids of the neighborhood to visit—to hang out, even. And to bring their older siblings along. It doesn’t send the right message, that we’re trying to discourage street gangs from staying here. That’s what Mrs. Jones, Kellie’s landlord, had told her.


    “They’re kids. Not gangbangers,” Kellie had responded. “And if they come here, develop a love of reading, they’re less likely to become troublemakers.” But that plea had fallen on bigoted ears.


    “It’s okay,” she told Rocky. “I’ll call the lawyer.”


    “I already called him. But please sell that book series you’re working on. We need the advance to stay afloat.”


    After promising to do everything she could, Kellie hung up. Everything, which would have to include getting herself back into “racy romance author” mode—not “stressed-out children’s bookstore owner” mode.


    She signaled a right turn, then carefully guided the Ford Fusion on to Las Vegas Boulevard. She refused to gawk at the crazy mess of chaos in front of her until she was on foot—no way could she afford a fender bender in the land of shysters and con men.


    Okay. Time to psych herself into self-confidence.


    She just hoped that Mrs. Jones didn’t get wind of Kellie’s secret identity as a romance author. She’d find a way to sue her for being a moral nuisance.


    Well, might as well dive in all the way and call Bethany Rae—or rather, Brae, as she was to her adoring fans these days. Unfortunately, the idea of calling her friend didn’t have her feeling as excited and happy as she should. Swallowing her jealousy and resentment, she hit dial.


    “Hi, Brae. It’s Kellie. You said to call you when I got here.”


    “Omigod! We did it! Did you see? The trailer for Lustful Lovers hit the internet this morning! It’s gone viral already! Squee!”


    Brae actually said “squee” instead of squealing. Of course, her book was being made into a major motion picture. Kellie might be inclined to squee, too.


    “I did see that,” Kellie told her. The bestseller was from a story idea she had suggested to her friend. The book she’d beta read, critiqued, and edited. On her pink wine and chick movie nights, Kellie even admitted to herself that she’d ghostwritten half of the damned “Romance Novel of the Year.” Without getting a single mention in the acknowledgments.


    Not that she was bitter, not after putting her own book series, Gods of Anarchy, on hold so long that the one agent who’d requested a full manuscript from her had given up and moved on.


    “Are you almost here? I can’t wait to see you. Can you meet us in the sushi bar for drinks?”


    “Us?”


    “Toby’s with me,” Brae gushed.


    Brae hadn’t just scored with her book, she’d also hooked the real-life hero. Toby Wagner, the larger-than-life stud of the universe cast to play Lance Love in the movie, had visited Brae for advice on playing his role and never left.


    Kellie sighed and reminded herself she was here to take a few chances. She might still be Miss Conventional back home, but here she was Kellie Dalton, seductive creator of Zeus, the rebel God of Anarchy.


    Coming to Vegas for the Romance Lovers Convention was a crummy bet—blowing the last of her spare cash on a last-ditch attempt to energize her writing “career” and catching up with the so-called bestie who’d left her in the dust.


    She was here until Sunday afternoon—and then she’d get back to walking the line between respectable children’s bookstore owner and so-called community agitator.


    Tugging at the low-cut top she wore, she worried that she should have stuck to her book-lady clothes. She felt a little risqué in this outfit, but she was trying to convince herself that she fit in here in Vegas, even if only at this convention. It felt like she was playing dress-up for a Pimps and Hos party instead.


    Kellie wished for a moment that she had a boyfriend. Someone to hold her hand while she white-knuckled it through showing how pleased she was for her friend’s success, someone to drag along to the “Bring Your Hero to Dinner” party she’d agreed to attend.


    Oh, if only she knew someone who could play Zeus for an evening or two…


    A beep behind her sounded and jolted her out of her self-imposed whine festival. The light had changed. She started to press on the gas—right as the light turned yellow. No, scratch that, it wasn’t yellow, it was already—


    Screech! She slammed her foot on the brake pedal. An echoing screech drew her gaze to the rearview mirror—as a black-helmeted warrior flew from his war horse and shot straight toward the back window of her rental.


    Oops.


    …


    Lying on the hot asphalt of Las Vegas Boulevard waiting for death to take him, Quinn reflected that he’d never envisioned his life ending under the chassis of a mass-produced hulk of acid green hybrid auto. He’d hoped to go quietly in his sleep when he was ninety-seven, but if it had to be a bike wreck, it should have been spectacular—fiery and with lots of twisted metal. Not with a thunk.


    He also hadn’t expected to be aware that he was dying. His lungs had stopped working, even though he tried to pull in air. This sucked.


    Well, at least it was a Ford Fusion and not a Prius. Although a Prius probably wouldn’t have been that green—


    “Oh no, oh no, ohnoonononono.”


    The voice was coming from somewhere to his right, he thought, as his vision got fuzzy. But the sound distracted him enough to pull in a breath. He forced himself to lie perfectly still, fighting the need to thrash and gasp like a refugee from Hillbilly Handfishin’.


    Something poked his upper arm.


    “Please don’t be dead,” came from somewhere near the poking thing, in a drawl that was half honey and half husky—and all morning wood.


    He turned his head toward the voice and took another breath. Okay. Not dead if he could hear and respond to the sound of a female. Even though he was on a self-imposed break. No more females. Especially not the kind who drove preppy cars. Nope. It was him and Mr. Handy from here on out.


    Breathe in, out. Good. Ribs intact. And nothing else felt terribly beat up, either.


    Something knocked on his helmet. “Is it okay to help you take this off? Your neck’s not broken, is it?”


    The sun glared down on the visor of his helmet, blinding him—so he put a hand up and found another, smaller, softer hand already there.


    She was still talking and apparently not expecting a response—which was good, because once she flipped up his visor, he would have directly answered the breasts spilling out of the top covering the body attached to that voice. The aches in his bruised bones coalesced in his groin.


    He wasn’t one of those assholes who talked to women’s chests. At least, not usually. But damn. And these particular breasts led to a nice curvy little body, as far as he could tell from this angle.


    She was quiet for a second, then said, “You look a little dazed. I should probably call 911.”


    That was when he finally found her face. Heart-shaped, all rosy-cheeked and wholesome, with strands of light brown hair coming loose from where it was fastened in the back. The face of an angel to go with that fifties pinup body. Throb.


    “How many fingers am I holding up?” she asked, waving one hand around. The other was braced on his thigh…


    He forced himself to breathe around his lust and said, “Two.”


    She stopped then, staring at him, her big green eyes wide.


    “What?”


    “Your voice…” The hand on his thigh tightened.


    Okay, that was enough. He didn’t need to get a hard-on in the middle of Las Vegas Boulevard in the middle of the afternoon. He shifted, and she yanked her hand away.


    He got his feet under him and rose, brushing off the gravel and dust from the street. There would be a couple of bruises later, but he was definitely lucky that the little car had a springy bumper.


    She scrambled up, too, teetering on heels that made Quinn wonder how on earth she’d managed to hit the brakes so effectively. Those were not driving-friendly shoes. Maybe if she’d been wearing human shoes, she wouldn’t have hit the brakes so hard, and he wouldn’t have run into her.


    He needed to get this helmet off. Sweat was starting to roll down his neck, and his fucking pain-in-the-ass hair was itching. Why couldn’t he remember to get it cut? ”What’s your name? We should exchange insurance information.” Had he even paid his bill last month? His personal accounts were a mess, but he’d been so busy getting his shop off the ground… He couldn’t afford this.


    “I’m Kellie Dalton.”


    He pulled the helmet off with one hand, using the other to brush the strands away from his face, hoping to catch a little desert breeze in the process. “I’m—”


    “You’re Zeus.” Kellie-the-high-heeled-driving-menace sighed, staring up at him, those damned eyes filled with wonder.


    Zeus? “Quinn. Quinn Anderson. But you can call me Zeus if you want.” He really didn’t like that he found this…this…sex kitten person so appealing. He didn’t have time for this shit.


    His hand nearly swallowed hers when she reached to shake. There was no weird electrical shock when they touched, which was almost surprising, considering how hot this chick was.


    Okay, he was definitely still shaken up by the accident that had caused him to wreck his bike—oh, no, his bike—


    His interest in the strangely sexy stranger fled as he turned to look. “God damn it.” Betty was looking rough. Her front fender was toast. That would be easy enough to replace, but the gas tank, the custom-built, custom-painted, chromed and totally kick-ass gas tank wasn’t going to be a simple fix. He bent to get a closer look. Not simple or cheap. And the Las Vegas Bike Fest was coming up. “Fuck.”


    “Oh, dear.”


    “Ya think?” Oh dear? This was a little more than oh dear, but he couldn’t expect Little Miss Georgia Peach to understand. He yanked his cell phone from his pocket to call his guys to come fetch Betty. There was a missed call from his mother, no doubt to remind him of the family dinner where he would be expected to once again defend his life choices, and then…and then, a message flashed. “Low Battery.” And the screen went dark. “Damn it!”


    “Can I do something to help?”


    Jesus, she was like a honeybee hovering around him, and he swatted at her the only way he could. “Are you still here? I think you’ve done enough. Go to work, get naked, earn some tips. Find a rich drunk tourist to fleece. Just leave me alone.”


    There was silence next to him then. The whole city was quiet for one long, hot moment. Quinn looked up and saw one lone cloud in the sky, shaped like Grandmother Anderson shaking her head, lips pursed. But he didn’t need the angels telling him he was an asshole and that he’d made a huge mistake.


    Before he could even take a breath to get an apology out, something exploded next to him.


    She yanked his arm so that he turned to face her. She moved into his personal space, shaking a finger, and let him have it. “Now you listen here. That’s not an appropriate way to speak to someone you’ve just met. I’m fairly certain that this accident was not my fault, and that if I choose to remain here to offer my assistance you should be grateful, not nasty.”


    The peach had been harboring a hive of angry wasps.


    “I’ve got a bookstore full of preschoolers at home in Smyrna Springs, and they know better than to speak to someone like you just did. I’m neither a stripper nor a prostitute, thank you very little, and I may not know how to fix motorcycles, but I do know how to share a cell phone and cold apple juice with someone who needs help.”


    Whoa. How was that wound-tight speech coming from such a siren’s mouth? Wait… Apple juice? He was fucked.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    It was the grin on the face of her living, breathing romance deity that brought Kellie out of her psycho kindergarten teacher rant and back to earth.


    He did look like her Zeus. Cheekbones, jaw, forehead…long dark hair waving in the breeze. And then there were those shoulders straining the confines of a short-sleeved T-shirt. Shoulders that framed a chest that was begging for her hands to explore…but she’d seen hot guys before. Usually from a distance, sure, but occasionally up close. Even this one wasn’t special enough to put a plug in the can of whoop-ass he’d inadvertently opened by being a jerk to her.


    Until he smiled. And then something deep in her gut clenched, and she nearly lost her balance on the heels that made her almost only a foot shorter than him. Goodness. If the people at Crest marketing found him, they’d enslave him, and he’d be forever known as the Toothpaste God.


    “I’m sorry,” he said. “None of this is your fault, and I’m a grade-A dickwad. Pardon the Greek.”


    “‘Dickwad’ isn’t Greek, is it?”


    “No, but Zeus is, isn’t it?”


    Omigod. He knew his Greek gods? Her knees weakened further.


    “Y’okay?”


    “Um…maybe the heat,” she lied. She couldn’t tell him that her female parts had just had a seizure.


    “Should I get you some of that apple juice from your car?”


    “Backseat. Brown paper bag.”


    “Come on.” He politely helped her to the curb, holding her hand while she lowered herself to sit on the concrete—holding her hand—omigod, his hand was so big!—ignoring the police cruiser that pulled up, lights flashing.


    And then…and then he walked away, with those long legs, to her car, and bent over! Bent over in those faded jeans. Right in front of her. She couldn’t have been closer to swooning if Keith Urban had invited her to sit on his lap and sing a duet.


    “Damn.”


    Kellie looked up to see a policewoman standing next to her, admiring the view as well. “I know, right?” she said and stood up. He was her Zeus, after all.


    And then he was coming back to her with two apple juice boxes. When he saw the cop, of course, he offered her one, which she declined.


    After the officer was assured that neither Kellie nor Quinn was injured, she took their IDs and went to her cruiser to call their information in, and Quinn borrowed Kellie’s phone to call someone about a tow.


    She was finishing her apple juice when he ended his call and came back over to her.


    “Sorry for this. I hope you’re not late for something.” He really did have a sexy voice.


    She took her cell from him and felt the heat from his skin on the case. Hotter than the weather. The kind of hot that made her shiver.


    “Not really. I’m supposed to meet an old friend and her new fiancé for dinner, and I’d hoped to get checked in to the conference hotel and spiffed up before I have to face them, but”—she shrugged, feeling fatalistic—“it’s not like I’m going to wow them with my big-time glamour, no matter how long I spend in front of the mirror.”


    Zeus—er, Quinn stepped back and tilted his head at Kellie, eyed her up and down. He opened his mouth, then shut it, then was just about to try again when the cop opened her car door. Just as well. If you can’t say something nice and all that.


    “Looks like neither of you is wanted for anything, so I’ll just keep my lights flashing until your tow comes,” she told Quinn. She handed both of them her card, lingering when she handed one to Quinn. “If you need a copy of the report, the number to call is on here.”


    Kellie tried not to look disgusted. At least she managed to face the other direction while she grimaced.


    A pickup truck pulling a trailer arrived, honking, with two men hanging out of the windows. They hooted and hollered like high school seniors on spring break.


    “Just what my day needs,” Quinn muttered. “Darryl and Darryl without Larry.”


    Kellie barked out a goose-squawking laugh, but she couldn’t help herself. She had loved watching Newhart reruns with her dad as a kid, and those three characters had been the best part. The sideways smile Quinn sent her made the indignity worthwhile.


    “Hey, man, we heard it, but we didn’t believe it, so we had to come see for ourselves,” said the shorter guy as they tumbled from the truck.


    “Don’t worry, we’ll get Betty home safe and sound,” the larger guy told Quinn.


    The first guy walked up to Kellie and said, “Are you the perpetrator who hurt Betty? I mean, the boss can ride Betty’s sister Sue until Betty feels up to having him back in the saddle, but—”


    “Shut the fuck up, Darryl.” The big guy, who was enormous, with a shaved head and full beard, smacked Darryl in the back of the head.


    “Watch it! I just polished my metal plate!” He rubbed his head.


    “Do you guys mind giving me a hand here?” Quinn lifted the bike gently. It looked mostly okay, from Kellie’s completely nonprofessional perspective, but the way he was looking the thing over, she half expected him to start mouth-to-mouth and chest compressions on it. She stood watching as the men—okay, mostly watching Quinn, his muscles barely straining as he lifted the bike onto the trailer and tied it down with nylon straps.


    She should probably just leave. She didn’t need a tow, and there was no damage to her car…


    Quinn walked back over to her. “So, I guess we’re all set here.”


    “Yeah. Um, I’m glad you’re okay. Sorry about your bike.”


    He shrugged. “I can fix it.”


    “You can fix it? Yourself?”


    “Yeah, it’s what I do. I design and build bikes.” He waved at the truck, which she now saw was painted with a motorcycle logo and the words “Quinn’s Customs.”


    “Hey, boss,” the big guy called. “See you back at the shop.”


    “Hey!” Quinn called as the truck began to roll away. “What about me?”


    “No room. See you later, boss.”


    “What the hell…” he said with a good-humored shake of his head. “Maybe if I paid them more often, they’d treat me with more respect.”


    Kellie probably shouldn’t have been quite so pleased to see a complete stranger abandoned on the side of the road. A complete stranger biker, in Sin City. She did know, thanks to Las Vegas’s finest, that he didn’t have any restraining orders and wasn’t wanted for ax-murdering. And she wasn’t in such a hurry to get to the hotel to meet Brae and Toby for dinner.


    “So, Quinn-Zeus Anderson. Do you need a ride somewhere?”


    …


    “I don’t want to keep you from your dinner plans,” Quinn told her as he folded himself into the micro-mobile.


    “Honestly, I’m kind of hoping to miss dinner. Like, ‘maybe it would be cool if a hurricane blew up’ kind of hope.”


    Okaaay then. “What hotel are you staying at?” Quinn asked when the naughty librarian—or bookstore lady, or kindergarten teacher, or whatever—shot him a raised eyebrow. “So I know whether you should drop me at my shop or my apartment.”


    She relaxed, but Quinn didn’t. His knees were in his sinus cavity. Which was a blessing, really, because he’d been hit with a subtle but powerful wave of fruit and flowers and other female scents when he’d gotten in the little car, and his libido liked the way nice little Miss Kellie smelled.


    He was avoiding nice girls. Even nice girls who looked like they belonged on a motorcycle calendar. Nice girls wanted nice boys who had stable, respectable jobs.


    “My conference is at the Masquerade.”


    “What kind of conference?”


    She gave him an appraising look—searching for what? Then, looking through the windshield as she put the car in gear, said almost faster than his brain could process, “I write erotic paranormal romance, and I’m going to a romance reader/writer convention this weekend.”


    “Turn right here,” he said. An erotic romance writer? Damn. She didn’t seem at all comfortable about her announcement, but his sex drive was doing a happy dance. “And you’re embarrassed about this romance thing because…?”


    Now she was looking at him.


    “I’m not embarrassed,” she shot out, stomping on the brake when the light turned yellow. “Darn.”


    The car behind them honked, but at least it didn’t hit the back end.


    “Okay.”


    “It’s just that some people…like maybe some people at home who hold the lease to my bookstore…might think that I’m already a problem for the neighborhood, because I’m bringing in the wrong kind of clientele unfit for their children, if they knew that I write sex things.”


    “Sex things, huh?” He needed to shift in his seat, because the discussion was taking a turn that was making him uncomfortable—not in a bad way, necessarily. But the vision of sweet little Kellie, sitting at a computer typing…sex things…made him wonder what she had under that snug little skirt. He already knew her bra was lacy from when she’d leaned over him on the street.


    Down, boy. The lady’s doing you a favor, and you’ve already been a total ass to her, he reminded himself, thinking of how he’d snapped at her earlier. “Tell me more about these sex things.”


    She sighed. “Do you keep your mind in the gutter, or does it just fall out now and then and crawl around down there?”


    He laughed. Crap. He didn’t need to find her funny as well as sexy as hell. “You brought it up,” he protested.


    “True. Anyway, it doesn’t really matter. I think this will probably be my last conference. I can’t seem to finish my current manuscript, and the competition is so fierce, I just don’t see risking my day job…which I don’t hate, but…”


    So maybe she was a nice girl who understood what it was like to want to live on the edge between respectability and creativity.


    He knew what he was going to see when he turned his head toward Kellie. He was going to see himself just a few years ago, standing on the brink of a decision between a job that he did hate, and the possibility of throwing it all off a cliff and diving over after it, not knowing if he would land in calm water, rough surf, or sharp rocks… Quinn shouldn’t have looked. But he looked anyway.


    And yep. Her pretty green eyes were troubled, a little bleak, and brimming with tears. Jeez. She wanted to trash her dreams. Was going to trash her dreams. A little wave of sympathetic heartbreak washed through him.


    “And to top it all off…” She looked back at him and her face squinched up in a frighteningly cute way—scary because it made him want to fix everything. “To top it all off, my critique partner, who hit the New York Times list for her first book last year—which I spent more time working on than my own, by the way—and who is having a movie made of that same book—wants to meet for dinner and drinks to celebrate her new three-book deal with Broderick-Walker books. And so I can meet her new fiancé. Toby Wagner. The Toby Wagner. So I can sit there and be the adoring fan-loser-wannabe with the incomplete manuscript with no book deal and certainly no movie deal or movie star fiancé. Heck, I couldn’t even convince my gay sidekick from home to come play the part of my badass tattooed romance-hero-cover-model boyfriend for the weekend.”


    “Do you really have a gay sidekick at home?”


    “He’s more of an assistant, rather than a sidekick, and I can’t really blame him for not wanting to come be my beard.”


    “I can’t imagine why not.” He rolled his eyes. “Most of the gay guys I know are dying to pretend to be straight for the right woman.”


    She grinned. “I know, right? Who wouldn’t love to hear their boss say, ‘Hey, you must be longing to fly to Vegas to be my loyal sidekick and fake boyfriend for the weekend,’ right?”


    The car behind them honked, and Kellie hit the gas with a little more oomph than was necessary. They made it around the corner, only to be stopped behind a van with a sign that promised to deliver women directly to their hotel room. She slammed on the brakes, and Quinn was saved from a windshield face-plant by the fact that his shins were braced against the dashboard.


    “Anyway. I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to spill my guts. Too much information, right?”


    “Eh. No worries. I work with the Brothers Gross. They have an open-door policy with the bathroom. Emotional vomit is a breath of fresh air.”


    She laughed, light and husky. When she turned to look at him, their gazes held.


    Something passed through Quinn that felt…good. Warm. Ah, hell. So which one was she? Sex-on-the-brain romance writer or nice girl from a small Georgia town? He had to find out. “And you need a badass boyfriend for…?”


    She shrugged, embarrassed. “I don’t need a boyfriend at all. But if I had one, I wouldn’t feel like such a loser, sitting there with the great and powerful Brae and the wonderful Toby at dinner tonight. God, that’s shallow, isn’t it?”


    Knowing he was making a mistake, he opened his mouth anyway. “I can’t get you a book deal, or the movie thing, or the fiancé. Especially not the fiancé.” He looked down at his right arm, which had a partial sleeve tattoo. “But I don’t have dinner plans tonight. And since I wrecked your afternoon plans for a hairdo and makeup marathon, the least I can do is come and glower and flex my ink and pretend to be your boyfriend for a while. If you want. I’m not above shallow.”


    He found himself holding his breath. Why on earth should this sweet woman want him to hang out with her? Why on earth did it matter so much to him?


    Her smile lit up the interior of the little car, and he had his answer.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Wow. Kellie reminded herself that she was breaking out of the Responsible and Respectable mold while she was here. Picking up a biker on the side of the road and taking him to her hotel to be her temporary boyfriend counted, didn’t it?


    It sounded skeevier in her head than it felt in her gut, though, so she told her head to be quiet for a while and see how things went.


    “You sound like you’re from the Southeast, but I guess you live around here?” Quinn asked.


    “No, I just flew in a little while ago,” Kellie told him. Was he wondering because he was thinking, maybe, he’d ask her out again after he pretended to be her boyfriend for a couple of hours?


    “A little while, like a couple of weeks? And you’re just moving to this hotel for the conference?”


    Why did he think she lived here in Vegas? Maybe he was planning to run some sort of scam on her.


    “No, a little while, like about an hour,” she answered. “Why do you ask?”


    He shot a surreptitious glance into the backseat. And at the center console of her rental. “Just looks like you’ve been in this car before. Either that, or you need to find a different rental company. One that can afford to clean their cars.”


    “Oh. I had a little issue with a box of Cracker Jacks when I got in the car.”


    “Ah.” He nodded, as though that explained everything.


    “And then my briefcase fell over. And I spilled apple juice on the shirt I wore on the plane, so I had to change in the car…”


    He was smiling at her again. The air was sucked out of the vehicle. What was that about? Some sort of weird atmospheric quirk, or his dimples were acting as powerful vacuums.


    “Let me guess,” she said. “You’re a clean freak.”


    He shrugged. “Not on purpose. My dad was in the navy. We can all travel across the country and live for a week out of one little plastic grocery bag.”


    “Wow.” Kellie hazarded a glance at her backseat, which, she realized, looked like Walmart the day after Thanksgiving. And an avalanche. “How many of you have to fit in that one plastic bag?”


    The laugh he let loose filled the car and sent good vibrations through the seat and into her thighs. Her thighs. Which reacted by clenching pleasantly.


    “I’ve got one brother and a sister. And we each got our own grocery bag.”


    “Oh, thank goodness. All of you hanging from one peg in the back of the minivan is an accident waiting to happen.” She said that last part just to see if that thigh vibration thing would happen again, and it did. Squirm.


    “So you grew up all over, then?” she asked, moving slowly with the flow of traffic along the street, stopping for other tourists who weren’t watching for cars because they were gaping at the enormous casinos with the giant…everythings…hanging out all over.


    “Nope. Right here. My dad spent a few years in the service, but met my mom while he was here on leave, and here we are.”


    “And you build motorcycles.”


    “Yep.”


    That was kind of romantic. Sailor gets out of the service, meets a showgirl, settles down, raises a family. One child is a biker…she wondered what the rest of his siblings did, but before she could ask, the gaudiest hotel and casino of them all came in to view.


    “Oh. My. Gosh.”


    Quinn snorted. “You’ve never been here before?”


    “Holy maloley.”


    “I’m guessing that’s a no.”


    Kellie had been so focused on not getting them killed in traffic—and the vibrations in her thighs—that she hadn’t really looked at what was coming in the distance. But now that they were right out front, her eyes couldn’t decide where to land. There was a giant fountain with some sort of show going on in the middle, hotel towers that were dripping with Mardi Gras–colored ribbons, each the width of a football field. And ten-foot-diameter “beads” strung everywhere.


    “I’m a little scared of the breasts that those beads might inspire to be exposed.”


    “I’m not.” He was staring at her chest with a most definitely wolfish grin.


    “Umm…”


    One side of his mouth tilted up. “Excuse me.”


    She snorted and slid her car forward into the valet parking line. “I could be offended, but I probably should have warned you, before I accepted your offer to be my imaginary boyfriend, romance authors and fans aren’t always the most respectful people when it comes to objectifying men.”


    “Really.” His dry tone belied the twinkle in his dark eyes. “I’ll consider myself warned.”


    “Hey, guy,” she said, poking a very firm bicep. “For the next two or three hours, you’re mine. If I’m buying you dinner, you’re gonna be totally in love with me, right?” Wow. Something must have come over her on the drive from the airport. She was finding herself saying things that she would never say at home in Georgia.


    “Am I putting out later?”


    Something about the fiery glint in his eye had her imagination going way past dinner. But her sensible side grabbed her back. “I’m not—I would never—”


    “I’m just kidding.” Quinn’s hand on her arm was warm. Hot, even.


    And made her reconsider her denial.


    Finally, before the atmosphere in the car got any more awkward, it was their turn to disembark at the front door of the Masquerade.


    There was a flurry of confusion when Kellie protested giving her rental keys over to a guy dressed as a jester—it was a rental, but still… When she tried to gather her suitcase, Quinn hoisted it, along with her carry-on. And he neither groaned, nor moaned—both of which Kellie had done with every step between the baggage claim and the car rental pickup.


    Huh.


    “There. You. Are!”


    Kellie’s brain had hardly processed the screech when she was snapped into an embrace by a bear trap.


    “I’m so glad you’re here. We’ve got a table already in Masuku, and Perry”—Brae waved in the direction of a smarmy-looking concierge with an ineffectual bald-spot camouflage hairstyle, just visible inside the front door—“he can hang on to your bags for you. We have so much to catch up on!”


    As Brae shot an appraising glance at Quinn, Kellie was dragged toward the darkened maw of a giant Japanese Kabuki mask.


    …


    Quinn dropped Kellie’s bags with the sleazeball behind the desk and delivered his best “you might be slime, but I’m a way bigger badass than you, so don’t fuck with my shit” glare, and strode after Kellie and her scary friend into the sushi bar.


    Kellie looked back at him, the deer-in-the headlights thing turned up to eleven.


    He sent her a “Well, darlin’, she’s your friend. I’m just the man candy” shrug. If only his parents could be here for this.


    The sushi bar was packed with people—mostly women—wearing name-tag-bearing lanyards and decked out in buttons with slogans ranging from corny to embarrassing.


    A very tanned man, wearing a Pebble Beach golf club hat, sat in a lush corner booth playing with his phone.


    “Honey, look who I found.”


    Honey jerked out of his i-Trance and glanced up, irritation quickly replaced with a capped-toothed smile. He dutifully stood and held out his arms to Kellie as she held out a hand to him.


    “Hi, I’m Kellie,” she said, as he said, “I’m Toby Wagner” and tried to recover from almost hugging someone who wanted to shake hands.


    “Well, of course you are, honey, we all know that.” The friend turned to Quinn with an indulgent eye roll.


    Quinn smiled, although he didn’t know who Toby was, other than what Kellie had told him. The man was an actor. Apparently Quinn lived under a rock.


    “And this is, uh, my boyfriend,” Kellie said, motioning toward Quinn. “Quinn. Um, Quinn—”


    “Hi.” Quinn cut her off in time to rescue her from the obvious—only to him, hopefully—snafu that she’d forgotten his last name. “I’m Quinn Anderson. Toby, nice to meet you. Heard a lot about you. And you”—he turned to the friend he also knew nothing about—“wow. You’re the big writer, huh? Congratulations on your success. Kellie’s so proud of you. And your book, I understand it’s a very sweet rom—”


    His last word was cut off when he felt a heel dig into his instep.


    The horrified expression on the friend’s face told him that her book was not to be considered sweet. Why was that bad?


    “Anyway,” he amended, “I hear it’s really good.” Hopefully “good” was okay.


    Apparently it was, because she smiled and gave a fake-humble wave. “Thanks.”


    By the time they’d settled around the table, Toby had refocused on his Twitter account, laughing at something and thumb-typing furiously.


    “Quinn, huh? Nice to meet you,” the friend…Bree? Brenda? said. As they passed around menus, she said, “Kellie, you’ve been holding out on me. I didn’t know you were seeing someone. Do tell.”


    Kellie shrugged. “Oh, well…”


    “Come on, sister. Tell Brae everything.” Brae—like the sound a donkey makes—leered at Quinn. “How did you meet?”


    Quinn put his arm around Kellie. She fit nicely against him, even as she stiffened.


    Shit. They hadn’t discussed dating history.


    But Kellie recovered nicely and even relaxed a little as she said, “Quinn owns a motorcycle shop, and I was doing some online research for a character. I emailed him with some questions, and one thing led to another…”


    Nice. The lady thought well on her feet. And felt great next to him, the curve of her hip firm by his thigh.


    “Oh, how wild, Kiddie Book Lady! Dating the local biker. How do the moms-who-lunch like that?” Dame Hee Haw told Quinn, “That’s what we call the stuck-up women on the neighborhood revitalization committee.” Brae went on, “But wait. When did Smyrna Springs get a bike shop?”


    “It’s been a long-distance relationship until now,” Kellie said. “Quinn lives here in Las Vegas.”


    “Omigod, you’re kidding. You just met? Like here? In person for the first time? Honey, are you listening to this?” She hit Toby on the arm and he roused himself from his phone long enough to smile and nod.


    But then Brae’s eyes opened wide, and she said, “Holy shit. You’re breaking your rule.”


    Kellie flinched. “What?”


    “Your no-long-distance rule. After that guy in college, I thought you swore off—”


    Kellie’s laugh this time sounded forced. “Oh, well, yeah. But you know…for the right guy…”


    “This little romance is so cute.”


    Wait. If Quinn and Kellie’s fake real romance was cute, why was it bad for Donkey Kongette’s fictional romance to be sweet?


    He sighed and Toby, in a rare human interaction, rolled his eyes sympathetically before returning to his e-friends.


    “Tell me more. How have you been doing it?”


    “What do you mean?” Quinn asked. Missionary? Doggy style? Reverse—


    “Skype, email, Snapchat, Twitter, Facebook Messenger, what?”


    “The telephone.” Kellie opened a menu, clearly ready to change the subject. “I’m starved. Quinn, what kind of sushi do you like?”


    The waiter took drink orders and promised to return.


    “What do you like?” Quinn asked Kellie, while Brae tried to engage Toby in a discussion of the menu on the other side of the table.


    “I’m not an expert…”


    “Spicy okay?”


    “The spicier the better.”


    A woman after his own heart. Well. For the next couple of hours, anyway. Too bad. He wouldn’t mind getting to know her a little better. Especially without the friend from hell. Kellie’s buddy gave enemies a good name. Talk about insecure…


    But the waiter was…waiting for him now. “We’ll have some uni and inari nigiri and the unagi roll.”


    Kellie gaped at him.


    “What?”


    “All I know how to order is a California roll.”


    He smiled. “That’s not on the menu.”


    “I know,” she said, but it sounded like, “Ah noooo.” God, she was cute. Which was okay, right? Not sweet.


    “How do you know so much about sushi? I mean—” She looked down at his tattooed arm, then away, smiling ruefully. “I took you for the steak-and-potatoes type,” she admitted.


    He supposed she would. Which was fine, since he’d mostly left his fancy sushi-ordering days behind. “I come here when my buddies from school are in town.”


    “Oh! I didn’t realize you’d gone to coll—” Her embarrassed flush was visible even in the dim lighting of Masuku, one of Quinn’s favorite restaurants. “Where did you go to college?”


    Quinn hesitated. He thought he’d left the chip on his shoulder behind, but suddenly, it was weighing him down. “Here and there,” was what he finally came out with.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    “I’m sorry,” Kellie said, embarrassed that she’d stereotyped him. “I shouldn’t have assumed. People have made assumptions about me my whole life, and it…peeves me off sometimes.”


    “It’s cool,” Quinn said, pushing his sex-deity hair back from his forehead.


    She got lost in his smile, which seemed to say, “It’s not only cool, but I still like you, and you’re kinda cute.” Oh, jeez.


    “Did you just say ‘peeves me off’?” Brae cut in.


    “Yes. Yes, I did,” Kellie said, turning to look at her.


    “Kellie doesn’t swear,” Brae, ever helpful, told Quinn.


    “I just try to avoid it,” she mumbled. “I was an English major. My grandma always said if you couldn’t find a nice word for something, you didn’t need to say it.” What a great start this fake date was getting off to. First, she made a fool of herself by assuming Quinn was uneducated, then she enhanced that impression by looking like a prude. Gee, maybe she could make sure there was a stick up her backside next.


    Fortunately, Brae filled up the next few minutes with the story of meeting Toby when he accidentally barged into her trailer on the set of Lustful Lovers and invited her to share her perspective on how a few key scenes should be acted out.


    “And things just went from there,” Brae said meaningfully.


    Toby looked up from his phone and dutifully leered, then went back to his social media.


    The waiter brought a half dozen plates of food that were too pretty to eat.


    “Here, try this,” Quinn said, picking up something colorful, but otherwise unrecognizable, and holding it toward Kelli’s lips. His eyes followed the food, but when she opened, he transferred his scrutiny to her mouth, watching her take a bite, keeping his gaze on her lips as she chewed, then moving down in the vicinity of her throat while she swallowed, and then back to her face. He left a trail of heat everywhere he’d looked at her.


    The low-cut top suddenly felt too tight.


    “Did you like it?” he asked, his voice deeper than it seemed a minute ago.


    She had no idea what she’d just eaten, or what it tasted like, because Quinn’s dark eyes held her captive. “Uh huh,” she said, taking a moment to lick her lips. He watched her do that, too.


    “Oh, you two are so cute!” Brae cooed. “Aren’t they just so cute?”


    Breaking away from Quinn’s gaze, Kellie cleared her throat. It was all for show. She had to remember that. There wouldn’t be any follow-up tasting after the raw fish was gone. No Badass Dessert on the menu.


    “So. How’s engaged life?” Kellie could give as good as she got. Well, maybe not, but she could try.


    “Oh, wow. Better than we ever imagined, isn’t it?” Brae leaned into Toby, nuzzling his neck. He looked up and kissed her, then went back to his phone.


    “He’s working on some business,” she whispered. “He took a break after Lustful Lovers, you know…” She giggled. “For the pre-honeymoon. So now it’s time to get back on the horse. So to speak.” Another giggle.


    Ye gads. Kellie tried not to think about the horse scene that she’d been unable to convince Brae to cut from her book. There was just no way two people could do what she’d written, not on horseback. Could they?


    “Did they put that scene—the horse scene—in the movie?”


    Quinn sat forward a little when she asked that. She elbowed him with a snort. “Figures you’d pick up on that.”


    “Darlin,’ you know me so well already,” he rumbled into her ear, as Brae launched into a complicated explanation of why that scene had been rewritten for the silver screen.


    A shiver ran down Kellie’s spine—one that was only partially from the vibration from Quinn’s voice along her nerve endings. She felt like she did know some things about Quinn already. He had a dirty mind—in a fun way. And he was smart—and funny. He didn’t mind that she was one giant faux pas, and he was a rebel with a clue. She found herself wanting to know more.


    She wondered if she could interest him in an after-date drink once Brae and Toby went up to their room.


    …


    After another hour of listening to Kellie’s friend—and he was beginning to question that “friend” label—describe how her career was soooo busy, without once asking about Kellie’s own work, Quinn was ready to drag Kellie off for some nuzzling and groping.


    Except then the evening would be over, and there would be no making out, or hot and heavy petting, because this wasn’t a real date. He’d enjoyed this one a lot more than many nights that included way more than heavy petting and didn’t involve conversation monopolized by self-absorbed…people.


    And even though the double half of the date was excruciating, he really wanted to prolong his half of it—the part that he was spending cuddled up on a banquette with a sexy, funny writer.


    Wait. Hadn’t he sworn off women? Well, he’d sworn off relationships, anyway. Casual dinners with strangers who picked him up after minor fender benders were okay.


    His right hand heaved a sigh of relief.


    Suddenly, Toby rose and shoved his phone into his pocket. “Babe, I’ve got an early appointment. We should hit the hay.”


    “Oh! Of course!” Brae was on her feet in an instant, clinging to Toby like a barnacle with separation anxiety.


    Finally. Quinn didn’t want the night to end, but he was looking forward to a few minutes alone with Kellie. He’d made up his mind to ask her out for real before she left for home. Maybe he could take her on a tour of his shop and show her some nightlife away from the strip.


    Kellie smiled at him, a spark there that gave him the impression she might like to spend a little more time with him, too. Without the un-dynamic duo.


    “Come on, you two. I have a surprise.” Brae actually jumped up and down and clapped, while still draped around her fiancé. It wasn’t an attractive move. “I got you a room right next to ours! Isn’t that awesome?”


    Kellie wouldn’t be winning any Academy Awards for her improvisational acting, but Brae didn’t seem to notice the look of horror that crossed her face. Quinn did, however. Why wouldn’t she want to be near her friend? He couldn’t stand her, but then he wouldn’t have to spend the rest of the conference—


    Realization hit him upside the head with a wet slap. They’d told Brae that he was here with Kellie. Kellie had used his presence as an excuse to skip some sort of workshop that Brae was presenting on writing sensual scenes with a natural bent—emphasis on bent. She didn’t want to leave Quinn alone in the room all weekend, she told Brae over dinner, so she’d have to pick and choose which events she attended.


    “Well, come on. Let’s go get your stuff, and we’ll walk up together.”


    Quinn took Kellie’s hand and pulled her toward him. He nuzzled her neck, inhaling her scent as he whispered, “We’ll work this out. Just play along.”


    She smiled, giving trust that he wasn’t sure he deserved. He hoped he didn’t screw this up for her. For some reason, it was really important to her to impress this friend. And it was becoming important to him to impress Kellie.


    Perry, the slimy concierge, assured the ladies that Kellie’s bags had been taken to their room.


    The ride to the top floor of the hotel was long and excruciating—because Quinn and Kellie were treated to the Brae and Toby lovefest for all twenty-nine floors. Pretty impressive that Toby could grope with one hand and text with the other.


    And since there was so much gross lovey-dovey happening on one side of the elevator, Quinn felt like he should engage Kellie in something on their side. At least they wouldn’t be standing there staring at two grown people making out like teenagers in a giant glass tube.


    So he backed her against the glass and looked down at her. Let them think he was going for the several-dozen-feet-high club. “You having fun?” he murmured. Her hands rested at his waist, probably to hold him at an appropriate distance, but it felt more like she was keeping him close.


    She snorted softly. “It’s been an interesting date, that’s for sure.” But it was said with a smile.


    “Yeah. For me, too.” And he meant it. Both the weirdness of spending the evening listening to one egomaniac ramble about herself while the other ignored everyone else, and the pleasure of meeting this sweet, sexy, smart woman. How about that? She was both vixen and nice girl. A dangerous combination, and yet…


    “Sorry you can’t escape right away,” she said softly, looking at his chest. Her hands tightened fractionally on him—was that because the elevator had lurched, or because she wasn’t really sorry that he couldn’t leave?


    “I’m not,” he told her. And he meant it. “I don’t suppose you—”


    “Oh, here we are.” Brae dragged Toby behind her as the elevator doors slid open on their floor. “Come on, you two.” She pulled a key card from her little purse and handed it to Quinn. “You guys have a great night. I hope our snoring doesn’t keep you up too late.” She winked and elbowed Kellie, who gave a weak smile in response.


    Quinn slid the key card into the slot to open the door. He held it open for Kellie and followed her in, while Brae and Toby called good-night from three feet away.


    The door swung closed behind them on a nice, standard hotel room with a postcard view of Las Vegas.


    “So,” he said, as Kellie turned to him. “What do you want to do now? Poker? Strip poker? Listen to Buddy Holly tunes?”


    …


    Kellie was trying to figure out how to politely excuse Quinn for the night without sinking to the floor, wrapping herself around his knees, and begging him to stay and hang out with her when the first sex sounds came through the hotel walls.


    They were not soft, gentle gasps of pleasure. No, these were groans and moans worthy of the Haunted Mansion at Disney World.


    She was mortified. Here was this nice guy—a complete stranger who had sacrificed his entire evening to do her a favor—and he was trapped in a hotel room listening to people have sex. The fact that it was people she knew made it so much more horrifying.


    So, this was weird. What now? “I guess they’re busy enough—you could probably escape, if you want.”


    But then he gave that grin—a grin she bet had gotten Quinn into, and out of, an awful lot of trouble in his youth—and said, “No way. I bet we can have louder, better sex.”


    Her whole body flushed at the thought, completely on board with the idea, but her brain was still engaged enough to recognize that she barely knew this man.


    Looking right into her eyes, he let out a bellow like a wounded bull. This was followed by a deep, rumbling, “Oh, Kellie, baby. I have been waiting for this forever.”


    She nearly choked on the giggles that erupted.


    “Yeah? You like that, don’t you?” he said—loudly—motioning her toward the bed.


    He sat down, hard, onto the mattress, bouncing the box springs enough to creak.


    She jumped on next to him and they alternated bounces, making sounds that she prayed she never really made during sex. Although if sex with Quinn was even half as good as it seemed like it might be, she didn’t care what she sounded like or who would hear her.


    “Are you ready for me, baby? Are you ready for this? Do you want this?”


    “Oh, yes, Quinn. Give it to me. Let me see that big—” She stopped and stared at him. And looked at his crotch—a totally involuntary action. From what she could tell, he wasn’t completely unaffected by their little game.


    And he’d seen her look. Well, the hell with it. What happened in Vegas…


    “Give me that big porn star cock, you stud,” she yelled. “Oh my God, yes. Oh, I need lube! You’re bigger than my vibrator.”


    Quinn cracked up, rolling over on the mattress, covering his face with the pillow to stifle his laughter.


    But then he was back in the game. He turned and grabbed the headboard and began slamming it into the wall at a rate of about a million thrusts per second.


    Watching the muscles of his arm work, she couldn’t help but imagine the muscles of his ass and thighs straining to pump into her and figured she probably wouldn’t need lube if the real thing was coming at her even a quarter that hard and fast. Just the idea was making her feel a little slippery.


    But as impressive as Quinn was, Kellie wasn’t going to let him be the master of her domain just yet. She stood on the bed and began to bounce, letting out vigorous “unh, unh, unhhhhhs.”


    Quinn turned to watch her and said, “Faster, baby, faster.” Then he leaned back against the headboard with his arms crossed behind his head, legs stretched out on his side of the bed.


    So she jumped faster. And higher. And realized that she had on a skirt, and was jumping up and down right above a hot guy that she barely knew, and he was—yes, he was looking up her skirt. When he wasn’t watching her boobs bounce.


    And from the looks of things below his belt, he was enjoying the show.


    Recognition caused her to lose her footing. One foot slipped off the bed, and with a cry she flew forward—toward Quinn’s reclining self, landing on him—and coming to rest with her face inches from his.


    “Hi,” he said, after he caught his breath.


    “Uh, hi.”


    There was silence next door.


    “Think we impressed your friends with our virility?”


    “Oh, yeah.” Kellie was impressed with the hot, hard body beneath hers. Her legs were intertwined with his and his leg pressed against the hem of her skirt. His thigh wasn’t quite all the way between hers, but with a wiggle or two—


    She froze. The air-conditioning wafted over her slightly sweaty skin, cooling everything that wasn’t touching Quinn. Her hands rested on his solid shoulders, and he had one palm on her waist and one on the back of her thigh, where her knee was bent outward in that almost-straddle position.


    She was in a hotel room staring into the mesmerizing eyes of a stranger in a very compromising position. If he wasn’t honorable…or if she wasn’t— And she was beginning to doubt her good-girl status.


    He let her go just as she squirmed off him and to her side.


    Could you say awkward?


    “So. In your romance-land fake boyfriend world, do I roll over and go to sleep now that my caveman requirements have been met or do I pretend to want to cuddle, or what?”


    “As long as you don’t roll out of bed, pull up your drawers, and promise to call me later with a wink, I think you’re golden,” Kellie told him, thinking back to the last guy she’d slept with. They’d dated for a month, finally made it to bed, and then…


    “Ouch.” Quinn frowned. “I hope I’ve never…” He shook his head. “Nah. I hardly ever promise to call. Or wink.”


    Kellie laughed. Wow. This little impromptu thing had turned into a lot of fun. She wished it didn’t have to end so soon. He was already going to be firmly embedded in her “fun memory” folder.


    “We should probably sneak you out of here soon. I don’t want you to turn into a pumpkin or anything,” she told him. But geesh. She didn’t want him to walk out of her life and disappear into a puff of desert dust.


    “How are you going to explain my leaving?” he asked. They lay on their sides, heads on their hands, chatting like old pals.


    “You do live in Vegas, and have a business to run,” she pointed out.


    “There is that.” He chewed on his lip for a second, then said, “But… I was wondering if you were going to have any free time before you have to go home.”


    Something hot and fizzy woke up in her midsection, and she had to fight not to grin like a third grader on Christmas morning. “Yeah, why?”


    He plucked the fabric of the bedspread between them. “Because I was thinking maybe I’d see if you wanted to go on a real date with me, Miss Kellie. Like to dinner. Or whatever.”


    Whatever sounded really good. In the meantime… No. He’d never go for it, although she’d never know if she didn’t ask. If he ran? She couldn’t say she hadn’t tried. “I’ll see what I can work out. I do know that I have an open spot for a plus-one at a dinner party tomorrow night.”


    He laughed. “Okay.”


    “Really?” She probably better explain what was expected of him before he committed.


    “Sure. I haven’t had this much fun in a long time.”


    Kellie stared.


    He shrugged. “I’ve been working pretty hard to get my business off the ground.”


    “And you’re taking a weekend off to hang out with a has-been-before-she-started author? I might need to call your buddies for an intervention.”


    An incredibly appealing line appeared between his eyebrows. “Why do you say that? The has-been thing?”


    She shook her head. “I don’t mean to wallow. But I get here, and I see how far away I am from my goals… It’s exhausting.”


    “What’s your goal?”


    “First I need to keep my bookstore open. And that means I have to work for real money. After that? I’d love to publish my stories. I don’t need to hit a best-seller list, but I’d at least like to know that someone thinks my writing is good enough to take a chance on…that would be really cool.”


    “What’s the first step?”


    “Finish a book.”


    “I’m not helping you get that done, am I?”


    “It’s not going to happen tonight.”


    He was sitting up now. “I should get going.” But it was said with a glance at her mouth. A hungry glance that intimated he thought he should go before he didn’t want to leave.


    “Okay,” she said, squelching the urge to invite him to stay.


    Unfortunately, as they got to the door, a voice in the hall called out, “Honey, when you come back up, bring a couple of bottles of Evian from the gift shop. And some Doritos.”


    “Crud. Toby’s on the prowl. What if you run into him on the way out of here?” Kellie bit her thumbnail, wondering if she could sneak Quinn to the service elevator, but feeling kind of icky about that. Especially since she’d been so offended when Mark the Shark had done the wink and I’ll call you thing to her barely eighteen months ago.


    “I can hang around a little longer and watch TV, or read, or something if you’ve got writer stuff to do.”


    She felt her face try to break into a foolish grin and worked to school it. Try to act like you’ve been around a cute guy before, huh? “I could go for some TV.”


    “I bet we can find an American Chopper marathon.” He grinned at her.


    “Oh, I’d much prefer Downton Abbey, wouldn’t you?” she asked sweetly.


    “Is there any hard liquor in that mini-fridge?”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    “Thanks, man,” Quinn said, handing the cab driver a handful of cash and slapping the hood as the taxi pulled away.


    The garage door of Quinn’s Customs was open already this morning, which was a good sign—the guys were busy working. Something Quinn needed to do as soon as possible. Get his hands dirty with some hard metal to get the clean, soft feel of Kellie Dalton out of his system.


    Damn. He’d woken up wrapped in sweet Georgia peach—not where he’d planned to be this morning. Last thing he remembered, they’d been stretched out on the king-size bed—opposite sides of the bed—watching Jeopardy reruns on the Game Show Network, waiting for Toby to come home so that Quinn could sneak out undetected and leave Kellie in peace.


    Instead, they’d both fallen asleep and somehow migrated to the center of the bed, where Quinn found himself at dawn, trying desperately not to follow his body’s command to caress Kellie until she woke, sleepy and sexy, and responded to his proximity.


    Because sure as shootin’ she was aware of him on an unconscious level. The little movements she made against him, pressing against his erection as he held her gorgeous ass—


    He’d had to very slowly, very carefully, ease himself away from her, probably the most painful exercise of his life.


    But he would call later. He’d promised to come back for that hero party thing, whatever that meant. Heck, he’d even clean up a little, put on a decent shirt.


    “Hey, there, boss. Doin’ the walk of shame this morning?” Darryl A. called from the office door.


    For some reason, that idea grated on Quinn’s nerves. Even if something more than fake sex had happened with Kellie, whom he’d just met, he didn’t think he’d feel any shame about it. As long as she didn’t. That idea gave him pause.


    What did she think of him? She seemed to like the idea that he was a blue-collar guy, but was that just a…fetish or whatever? Listening to her and Brae talk about the billionaire archetype and the alpha-hole and the wounded soul was funny at the time, but was that what she thought he was? The Badass Biker tortured soul?


    Well, she’d be gone in a few days; it didn’t really matter. He was in for the fun and novelty, not for the long-term, long-distance relationship.


    Darryl was waving a piece of paper. “Hey, boss. This came over the shop email this morning. Check it out.”


    Quinn read the message. Then he read it again.


    When he looked up, both Darryl A. and B. were standing in the door, grinning.


    “Holy shit.”


    Betty had been accepted into the Artistry in Iron show at the Las Vegas Bike Fest. Not only accepted, but given a prime slot. All of his hard work and skill were finally about to be recognized.


    Until he looked over the shoulders of his employees and saw his pride and joy bent, scratched, and in need of one hell of a lot of work.


    “We can get her fixed up in time,” Darryl B. assured him.


    “I already called Holden. He’ll give you an overtime slot on the chrome. It’s gonna cost you an arm and a leg, but he can do it, and you know it will be worth it.”


    Quinn nodded.


    He’d planned to make a payment on his debt to his dad this weekend—the last official link to his failure to fulfill his parents’ hopes and dreams. He really wanted this show as a chance to prove to them that he was making a success of things. It would be tarnished if he couldn’t do it free and clear of debt.


    He looked at his guys again, at the excitement and hope on their faces, and knew that he had to spend the money. Betty was worth it.


    “Okay, guys, get to work.”


    “We already have. You get the hell out of here. You know we do better when you’re not hanging over our shoulders. Don’t come back until Monday. Then it will be your turn to work on her.”


    So much for getting his hands dirty to take his mind off Kellie until it was time to see her again.


    …


    Kellie sipped her third large cup of coffee of the day. It wasn’t so much that she was sleepy, but her mind kept wandering—away from the writing workshops she had paid to attend—to thoughts of a certain tall, dark stranger who had slipped out of her arms at first light.


    She’d woken just as he moved the last bit away from her, but she was left with a drowsy memory of being snuggled next to Quinn’s warm, strong body during the night. She might have been embarrassed that she’d fallen asleep on him—and then fallen all over him—but he hadn’t disappeared without a trace. No, once she’d risen, she’d found a note, scribbled in a surprisingly legible scrawl, with a promise to return by seven to go to her hero party.


    Hopefully he meant it, and it wasn’t his version of the wink and promise to call. Ugh. She was getting all worked up over a fake long-distance relationship. Thank goodness it wasn’t a real one or she’d be running down the hall knocking on doors and begging for Xanax.


    Brae slid into the seat next to Kellie and handed her a bakery bag, reminding her of all those times her friend would show up late for class, bringing breakfast treats for Kellie, who lived off campus and could barely afford oatmeal—much less exotic muffins. “What did I miss?” she asked.


    “I have no idea,” Kellie said. “One panelist says vampires are coming back. Another says men in kilts are a dying breed, no matter what you see on TV. And the lady in the leather corset says to write cozy mysteries with inspirational BDSM elements.”


    “Jeez,” Brae said. “How does anyone get anything published?”


    “That’s what I’m wondering. You’re so lucky that you’ve got books scheduled for the next forever.”


    “Hmmm…” Brae was checking her phone and didn’t really respond. “Do you have an outfit for Quinn to wear to the hero party tonight?”


    “I don’t think I need one. He’s coming as Zeus, who’s a badass warrior…and that’s kind of how Quinn dresses. Jeans, T-shirt, tattoos.” Yum. Kellie thought of how Quinn had looked when she’d peeked at him from under her eyelashes this morning. All rumpled and disreputable. God, and the way he smelled. Like leather and the desert at night.


    She’d left the do not disturb sign on her room door when she left today because she didn’t want housekeeping to change the sheets or anything to mess up the way her pillows smelled this morning.


    Yes, she was officially up to her eyeballs in feely-feels about this guy she’d found under her rear bumper.


    “Does Toby have something special to wear?” she asked.


    “I think he’s going to wear the tux from the opening scene of Lustful Lovers. I’m trying to convince him the assless chaps from the club scene would be better, but he says that other than onscreen, that’s just for me.” Brae giggled. “Besides, knowing Toby, he’d have to stop in the makeup trailer to get his backside polished before displaying it in public.”


    Kellie coughed at the mental image, spewing coffee across her notes.


    The woman in front of them turned and glared.


    “What?” Brae widened her eyes in mock innocence. “You never got your butt buffed?”


    The woman cocked her head, looking down at their name tags. Dismissing Kellie as a nobody with barely a glance, she focused on Brae and smiled. “Is that a metaphor?”


    Clearly realizing that she had the upper hand—the I’m someone you’ve heard of so I must be credible hand—Brae grinned. Then, just like in college, when she would take on the most stuck-up preppy sorority girls on campus, she said, “Ohmigod, no! It’s a real thing. Seriously. There’s a demonstration in an hour in the karaoke bar.”


    “Really?” the woman grabbed her program and began flipping through for the day’s schedule.


    Fortunately, the woman was still ignoring her, so she didn’t notice the contortions Kellie went through to avoid bursting into laughter.


    “Yep,” Brae went on, whispering now, because other people were starting to glance their way. “If you can find a cover model, you’re supposed to give him your card and tell him you want to polish his ass. Then everyone goes to the bar and they draw names, and whoever gets their name picked gets to help!”


    “Seriously?” The woman’s eyes glazed over, probably imagining all kinds of kinky fun.


    “Shhh…” Someone behind Kellie and Brae hissed, and the woman turned back to the front.


    Kellie and Brae were silent for a few minutes, both holding their sides to keep from laughing all over the conference room.


    Kellie remembered why she loved her so much—enough to forgive the self-involved diva part of Brae and still want to be around her. “So.” She leaned in, now that she felt relatively certain she could talk again without falling on the floor. “Is that really acceptable to do that in a karaoke bar? It seems like a private kind of a thing.”


    “Speaking of private.” Brae elbowed her. “My goodness. Y’all got up to some crazy stuff last night, didn’t you? You do know that these hotel walls aren’t three feet thick concrete, don’t you?”


    Kellie’s whole body flushed. She hadn’t really thought she’d have to confront what she and Quinn had done—or pretended to do—by daylight. Shouldn’t Brae have been embarrassed to have heard that?


    She opted to smile coyly, hoping it didn’t come off as a grimace. “Well, you know, we’ve been having this relationship long distance all this time. We had a lot to make up for.”


    Brae snorted, a sound that was almost like her old friend, the one Kellie had sat up nights with in college, crying over old Bette Midler movies, drinking white zinfandel, and plotting ridiculous stories—which Brae had somehow managed to turn into a career.


    “I’ve got to go. I’m supposed to be at a meet-and-greet in the Red Mask Room in a few minutes.”


    Kellie opted to follow Brae out. The panel wasn’t telling her anything helpful, so she decided to go back to her room and check email and shower before—in case—Quinn came back to go to the party.


    There were three other women waiting for the elevator who nodded to Kellie when she joined them. They carried on with their conversation, and she tried not to listen for about three seconds then gave up and opened her ears all the way.


    “Did you see him flirting with Joyce Rodgers in the bar last night?”


    “I saw him falling all over some woman, but I don’t know who Joyce Rodgers is.”


    “She’s that publisher who’s starting a production company. She wants to make web-based romance series.”


    “Like soap operas?”


    “Sort of. Like little romance movies online with lots more sex and stuff.”


    “Do you think he’s trying to sleep his way to a job?”


    “I think that’s why he hooked up with this year’s it author. You don’t think it’s because he actually wants to have sex with that skeleton in heels, do you?”


    Another group of women arrived at that point and the elevator doors opened, so Kellie didn’t get to hear any more of the gossip.


    She didn’t really want to, though, because the more she listened, the more she felt like she might know who they were talking about.


    Could that be true? Was Toby only with Brae to use her as a stepping-stone? He hadn’t been very attentive in the restaurant last night, but then when they’d gone to their room, they’d sure made enough noise to make a believer out of Kellie.


    Of course, Kellie and Quinn had made enough noise to make a doubter out of her, too.


    Well, she wasn’t going to wreck Brae’s happiness by casting doubts on her love, but she also didn’t want to see her friend hurt, no matter how sick with jealousy she was over Brae’s writing success.


    Troubled, she let herself into her hotel room. While she showered, she spent too much time imagining what might happen when her own personal Zeus actually came back tonight for the party and then had to rush to get ready. At least obsessing over her temporary fake boyfriend was better than mourning the death of her dream job. After what she’d learned at this morning’s workshops? She wouldn’t have to bother keeping her secret identity secret from Smyrna Spring’s moms-who-lunch any longer, because she’d never get to become that evil author twin of herself. There’d only be a struggling bookstore owner avoiding eviction notices.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Quinn rode Betty’s sister Sue into the parking garage and parked her in the area reserved for motorcycles. He left his helmet, and the spare he’d brought—just in case—with the valet.


    He smoothed his hair back and tucked it into a ponytail. He’d actually considered getting it cut—he didn’t keep it long out of vanity, but because of poor prioritization. He hadn’t had time to get a cut for months, and he hadn’t had time again today. He’d left the grease monkey work to the Darryls, but took a month’s worth of paperwork home with him. Well, at least he’d shaved, and he hadn’t purged his closet of his previous life completely, so he had something halfway decent to wear to this dinner party gig.


    Of all the seventy jillion people staying at the Masquerade, he ran into good old Toby at the elevator. Just his luck.


    “Hey, how’s it going?” he asked.


    “Good. Nice to see you.” Toby nodded, smiling politely and looking away.


    Having spent their entire double date with his face in his phone, the dude had no idea who he was, but Quinn was feeling…friendly. “It was great meeting you with Brae last night. I understand you’re an actor, is that right?”


    Toby looked at Quinn now, smiling even bigger, though less authentically, now that he realized Quinn didn’t know who he was. “Sure. I’ve been a regular on One Day Until Forever, but I’ve also been on a few primetime dramas.”


    “Yeah? Like what?”


    “I was on NCIS a couple of weeks ago.”


    “No kidding?” Quinn didn’t watch the show, but at least he’d heard of it. “What part did you play?”


    Toby’s über-white smile lost a bit of its shine and quirked at the corner. Perhaps the first genuine expression other than annoyance that Quinn had seen. “I was the serial killer’s second victim.”


    “Oh. That sucks.”


    “Not really. I did get a line, because I wasn’t dead until the third scene. It’s the first corpse that really doesn’t get to have much fun.”


    “So this movie you’re doing of Brae’s book, that’s your first big-screen movie?”


    “My first lead. I’ve been corpses on a few other movies, too.” He laughed.


    “What are you working on next?” Quinn asked. The guy was friendly enough, it seemed, when the topic was himself.


    “Not sure yet. A few things are up in the air.”


    Aaaand that took care of the conversation for the first six floors.


    “So are you going to this hero dinner party thing?” Toby asked Quinn.


    “Yep. I guess you are, too?”


    “Sure. Brae’s already got my costume laid out.”


    A cold chill ran down Quinn’s back. “Costume?”


    “Oh, yeah. It’s a ‘Bring Your Hero to Dinner’ party.”


    “I just thought… I don’t know what I thought. She didn’t say…”


    “What’s her book about again?” Toby tilted his head, as though Brae had actually mentioned it and he’d actually listened.


    “Uh…something about Greek gods, I think.” He flinched. He should totally know this, especially if Kellie was his girlfriend.


    “Huh. Well, I’m sure she’s got something figured out for you.”


    Quinn smiled weakly as the door opened on their floor.


    “See you in a few.” Toby saluted before he swiped his key card in his hotel room door.


    Quinn looked at Kellie’s door. He thought about bailing out. He didn’t know her. He didn’t have to do this. But then he thought about the woman with the wishful eyes—and maybe he considered the soft curves, too—thinking about tossing her dream into the abyss. He took a deep breath and knocked.


    


    By six forty-three, Kellie had nearly paced a strip out of the carpet of her hotel room floor. She’d decided to wear the short white wrap dress that she’d found in one of the shops downstairs, because it had a slight Greek flair and that went along with her book’s theme, but she’d rearranged the way it draped a dozen times.


    It was just a date, for crying out loud. Except…she hadn’t had a decent date in quite a while. All guys she had gone out with over the past…lifetime had been buttheads. Mark the Shark, who said he was a history professor but was really a junk dealer. And not fancy antique-type junk. Real junk. It wasn’t the junk that bothered her, it was that he’d lied. And since they were dating long distance, she didn’t know about that until she’d finally gotten suspicious and checked his LinkedIn profile.


    And there’d been the accountant from the complete opposite side of Atlanta, Al Hall. Al-K-Hall was more like it. Old Al had told her he worked for a big firm downtown. Which had been true, five years ago. They’d met for coffee, and he’d passed her his résumé when he learned she worked in Smyrna Springs. “Oh, you work up there? There are a lot of partners from Doit, Hack, and Spoon living up there. I should give you my résumé.” Which he’d pulled from a briefcase that also held a pint of Jim Beam. And a fifth of George Dickel.


    She really just wanted to meet a guy who was who he said he was, and was near enough to actually meet and spend time with before she invested emotional energy. A guy who might actually live nearby and work for a living—working with his hands would be perfect. Like, maybe, Quinn Anderson, motorcycle mechanic. Who lived in Las Vegas, a million miles away.


    She sure hoped he was still going to show up.


    But if he didn’t come, that would be okay. She had an alternate date in a cardboard box on the desk: a perfectly good gingerbread man she’d had decorated to look like her biker. If she got stood up by the real thing, she’d just hold her chin up and take the cookie with her. And chew its head off as soon as she got the chance.


    Which made her think about tasting Quinn. She was really wishing now that she’d kissed him last night. Or this morning.


    Which set her back to pacing.


    She was excited to see him, her Zeus.


    When he got here, if he got here, he’d be perfect. Just thinking about how sexy he’d been yesterday afternoon when she’d seen him standing there in the hot Vegas sun, soft, old T-shirt with a logo of some bike shop or other, worn jeans that fit just right over those long legs, dark hair tangled and flying in the desert wind, a few days’ beard growth.


    She stopped to fan herself. She shouldn’t let herself think about that too much. She’d get overheated.


    How impressed everyone would be with how much her real-life hero resembled her hero Zeus when she read his description at the party. She might not ever publish—or even finish—a book, but she was going to have as much fun as she could at her last romance convention.


    The knock on the door nearly startled her out of her sandals. She’d almost convinced herself that he wasn’t coming. Moving toward the door, she adjusted the hem of her dress and made sure her boobs weren’t falling out of the top. Although she also maybe checked to be sure her cleavage wasn’t completely hidden, either.


    She peeked through the little thing in the door and saw Quinn’s face, distorted, but still darned handsome.


    “Hang on!” she called and swung the door open on her badass biker.


    And opened the door to see a man in khakis, a polo shirt, and…were those Sperry Top-Siders?


    She looked back at his face. His clean-shaven face. His handsome, hard-jawed, but clean-shaven face. Wow. Who knew he could be even more nipple-hardeningly hot than he’d been yesterday. But— “Where’s your hair?”


    “Huh?” He turned his head. “Ponytail.”


    “Oh thank God.”


    “Excuse me?” Quinn looked confused. And embarrassed?


    “Oh, heck. I’m so sorry. Come on in.” She grabbed his hard arm and tugged, and he slowly entered the room. “I’m being rude. You look…nice.”


    “And you didn’t want nice.”


    When she stood back and took him in—his wide chest filling out that knit golf shirt, like no one in Smyrna Springs ever did, and those Dockers—Oh, goodness. With that ponytail? Yeah. She wanted nice. She wanted nice enough to consider skipping the party and suggesting room service. With condoms.


    “Actually,” she said, “you look great. Really, really great.”


    “You look nice, too.” He smiled.


    Over a weird flutter in her chest, she said, “The problem is, I kind of need not so nice.”


    …


    Quinn would have been miffed about spending so much time finding unwrinkled pants if Kellie hadn’t looked so apologetic about not liking his clothes.


    Actually, he thought maybe she did like the way he looked—and how twisted was it that he gave a damn about that? One of the great things about running his own shop was that he set the dress code. The life he’d walked away from was the life he was dressing for at the moment. He should be relieved that she didn’t like it.


    She stood there in her shiny gold sandals that wrapped halfway up her leg—and that was fucking hot; he wanted to follow the straps with his tongue—and she was in a dress that looked like it might blow away if the toga party got too breezy. She had the edge of her thumb in her mouth, as if wondering what to do with him.


    He tried to think of what he was supposed to say, a challenge because his dick was asking if it could slip in there next to her digit. Party. They were going to a party. “I ran into Toby in the elevator. He said something about a costume…but I didn’t realize this was that kind of a thing.”


    “I didn’t say anything, because I assumed you’d show up looking like you did yesterday. And that’s the perfect thing my book hero would wear.”


    “Sorry,” he said. And he was. These khakis were a couple of years old, and he’d filled out a little since he’d bought them. The boys were feeling a little crowded. More so, after seeing her little goddess outfit. But crap. Was this more of her desire to walk on the bad-boy side of the street?


    “I guess I could change my hero description from my Zeus book to one of my older stories…”


    His stomach clenched with disappointment. “Do you want me to run home and change?”


    “No!” She reached out a hand as if to grab him so he couldn’t escape, but then pulled it back to fiddle with her necklace. Her cheeks were a charming shade of pink.


    Ah. Okay, she liked this Quinn, too. At least enough to want him to go to the party with her and not leave. “I promise I’ll come back.”


    She laughed, and he knew he’d busted her.


    “I have an idea,” she said, picking up her phone. “Toby brought three suitcases with him. I bet he’s got some jeans you can wear, and I’ll get a T-shirt in the lobby…”


    The little cooler from her car, the one that had held apple juice, was brimming with ice and bottled beer, and she grabbed one, waving it at Quinn, as she said into her phone, “Hey, Brae, can I come over for a minute?”


    …


    When Kellie came back a few minutes later—after learning way more about Toby’s manscaping habits than she felt she needed to know—she found Quinn scrolling through something on her computer.


    She looked over his shoulder and saw amazing motorcycles that defied imagination, each one more impressive than the last. The way he was focused on the screen had her imagining him at work. All about the bikes. What would it be like to have all of that attention on her? On her body?


    “Are those your bikes?”


    Apparently he hadn’t heard her come in, because he jumped about three feet and let out a vigorous “Shit!”


    When he landed, he looked back at the computer screen. “Maybe one of these days. I can’t afford to get this fancy yet,” he told her. “I’ve got the ideas, but the execution takes a lot of time and money. And buyers.”


    “The bike you were on yesterday was pretty slick,” she told him. What Kellie knew about motorcycles would fill an index card, but the one Quinn had banged up yesterday had been very shiny with lots of intricate chrome stuff on it.


    “That’s Betty. She’s special. When she gets fixed up again, she’s going to have a prime spot in a big custom bike show—but she’s in a more basic class. My version of these type of choppers is still just pixels in cyberspace.”


    “Really? Can I see?”


    He hesitated, a faint red tinge staining his cheekbones. “You really want to see this shit?”


    “Come on, Easy Rider. Let’s see what you’ve got.”


    He snorted and hit a few keys, then leaned back.


    The first motorcycle looked a lot like the one she’d seen yesterday. It’s what her Zeus rode, too. Or he did now. It was black and purple…even the engine parts were black where most were usually shiny metallic colors. It was very edgy and badass.


    The next one was more fantastical. It looked like a dragon, with handlebars that doubled at the beast’s wings.


    “Could anyone actually ride this?” she asked without thinking. “I mean—”


    But he laughed. “Not sure. I’m going to give it a try, though.”


    She looked at more pictures, completely blown away by the imagination and skill it took to put these designs together in virtual reality. “Sorry. I don’t know much about this stuff,” she said after asking the nine-hundredth question.


    “I’m glad you asked. My sister convinced me to teach a class at the community college called Biker Basics 101, one of those community interest classes for people without enough to do on Tuesday nights. Talking to you is a lot easier.”


    He held her gaze, his smile warm and inviting her to ask him more. Take me for a ride later? We don’t need your bike…


    The thing was, she was finding herself attracted to a lot more than his smile and those amazing shoulders, and abs, and thighs, and…he had serious passion for his work and knew a lot about what he was doing. That was hot.


    She cleared her throat. “We should get moving. I told Brae we’d meet them downstairs in a few minutes.”


    Handing him a pile of clothing, he raised his eyebrows. “Really?”


    She smiled hopefully, but said, “You don’t have to.”


    He snorted. “What the hell,” and went into the bathroom.


    “I’m not sure this is going to work,” Quinn called a couple of minutes later.


    “What’s wrong?”


    A sound that could have been a growl escaped from behind the door, but finally, her Zeus came out.


    “Oh my.” Kellie tilted her head to get a different perspective on the amazingly shiny black leather pants. They definitely fit his backside and thighs without a breath to spare.


    “Ya think?” Quinn tugged at the crotch. “John Travolta would have been uncomfortable in these.”


    Kellie tried not to look, but it was hard not to notice that—yeah, he filled out the front as nicely as the back. “John Travolta? That old guy?”


    “Yeah, and seventies screen idol. Saturday Night Fever? Grease?”


    “Oh.” Kellie shrugged. “My parents were kind of country.”


    He sighed and tugged at his collared shirt. “Okay, what are we doing about this?”


    “Here.” She tossed him a ribbed tank she’d had in her bag. It was going to be way too tight, but that’s what the ribbing was for, wasn’t it? Stretching?


    He stared at it a minute, then looked back at Kellie. “If it wasn’t for the fact that you’re from out of town and not ever going to ask me to do something like this again, I’d be long gone. You know that, right?”


    That was a disappointing thought, and one that she shoved right to the back of her brain. She smiled encouragingly.


    “Fine.” He yanked off the golf shirt.


    Was there anything sexier than a guy taking off his shirt? He did that whole one arm over the back of his head and tug it forward thing, so she got a good long glance at his abs—nicely defined, with a sprinkling of dark hair…and then the chest… No manscaping for Quinn Anderson. She had to look away as she thought of him heading to the salon with Toby for chest waxing.


    The snort she let out was most definitely accidental.


    “What?”


    “Oh, nothing, I—” She looked at him. The tank was stretched beyond its limits. “Whoa. You look—” She didn’t have enough air in her lungs to think of the words. Besides, the way her lady parts were perking up—


    “I feel ridiculous.”


    “I’m sorry. But you look really hot. You know, in the objectify-your-romance hero sort of way.”


    “Is there anything else I need to know to be a hero here?”


    “Like what?”


    “Well, it was a bad idea to tell Brae her book was sweet. Why is that?”


    “Oh, it’s not bad, but sweet romances don’t have any sex in them. It’s like a different subspecies, and Brae’s kind of sensitive about that. Her trademark is dirty sex.”


    “Huh. Anything else?” He raised a dark eyebrow.


    “Well. Heroes are always heroic. And are always willing to snuggle, even if there’s no possibility of sex.”


    “Is that sweet?” He and his desert scent moved a step closer.


    “No, it’s just heroic.” And incredibly unlikely to ever be an issue.


    He was right over her now. She could feel the planes of his body through the charged air between them. “So heroes aren’t ever disturbed by unrequited lust?” He stroked her arm with the back of one finger, leaving a wave of shivers coursing over her body.


    She suppressed a whimper. “Um, heroes are always disturbed, they just…hero on through their disappointed libidos.”


    He shook his head. “I don’t think I could be that kind of hero.”


    “No one said anything about realistic expectations.” She cleared her throat and stepped back, feeling suddenly shy. “Any other questions?”


    The spell of want he’d cast over her eased when he grimaced. “My balls are never going to forgive me for this outfit, so let’s just go.”


    She nodded and found her key card and purse.


    But before she made it to the door, Quinn grabbed her arm. “In case I die of asphyxiated genitals before the end of your party, I have one last request.”


    “Okay…”


    He hesitated, started to speak, then pulled her in closer and put his hands on her waist. Watching her face carefully, he moved in. His breath passed over her lips, giving her an instant to dart her tongue out to wet them, then he pressed his mouth to hers. Softly, but thoroughly, he kissed her. His lips were soft, and he tasted like mint. He didn’t shove his tongue in her mouth, but licked at her top lip just enough to make sure she felt his kiss all the way down her neck, to her nipples and then down, down, down. And then he backed away.


    “We’d better go, or my strangulation is going to happen sooner rather than later.”

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    The “Bring Your Hero to Dinner” party got off to an interesting start.


    Quinn had been introduced to a guy who was five two, but could probably bench press a pickup truck, had curly blond hair down to his ass, and wore a kilt. He was with a very generously proportioned elderly woman in some sort of old-fashioned dress with a leather vest thing over it.


    A younger Goth woman in chains, and not much else, carried a blow-up doll in a tuxedo—with a big purple dildo hanging out of the fly and a red leather whip duct-taped to one hand.


    It was a strange crowd—and this was strange to a man who had grown up in Las Vegas, Nevada.


    Kellie, on the other hand, seemed to be completely at ease. She knew most of the women and some of the men and didn’t blink at their interesting outfits, just introduced Quinn as Zeus, her bad-boy, time-traveling Greek god biker, and then asked them about their own dates. Some people were readers, some were other authors. All were batshit crazy, as far as he could tell.


    But Quinn was more than impressed with his own date, and how she made everyone feel important. He wondered who she had to make her feel that way. It wasn’t her friend Brae, as far as he could tell.


    He wished, just for an instant, that she was going to be around long enough for him to be that person. Which was crazy. He was barely keeping himself afloat—at least financially. But she didn’t need that, did she? She didn’t seem worried about his less-than-respectable job and his lack of financial security—she just liked him.


    Of course, that was because he was temporary, right?


    “Quinn, er…Zeus, I’d like you to meet my friend Gail, and her date, uh…Gail, who did you bring?”


    “Hi, Gail.” Quinn shook hands with a slightly plump thirtysomething woman wearing soccer-mom-at-PTA clothes and holding two giant stuffed parrots who seemed to be engaged in mutual gratification.


    “This is Rick, and this is Gary,” she said, indicating the birds. “They’re bisexual wereparrots, part of my jungle ménage series.”


    To say that Quinn was grateful to see Toby and Brae make an entrance would have been an understatement. Before he could escape Rick and Gary’s company, however, there was a buzz and a squeal from the front of the room.


    “Hi, everyone, thanks for bringing your heroes to dinner!” A woman with a microphone stood on a little raised platform. “I’m Amber Night, and I’ll be your emcee for the festivities. Let’s all take our seats and get started with the dinner, so we can move to the fun and games portion of the evening!”


    “Fun and games?” Quinn asked Kellie as she led the way toward the table where Brae waved and pointed at some seats. “I don’t have to get naked with any same-sex werecreatures, do I? Not that there’s anything wrong with that. I mean, some of my best friends are bisexual werecreatures. It’s just not my thing.”


    She turned to look at him, brow furrowed. “Well, dang. There went my plans for the rest of the night.”


    Oh, shit.


    She grinned then. “No, no kinky reenactments. Just a fun rendition of The Dating Game.”


    Man, these romance people would keep a guy on his toes, wouldn’t they? But he found he didn’t mind being a little off-balance with Kellie.


    Her hair was looser tonight, soft brown strands escaping a barely secured knot on the back of her head. When she paused to let another couple cross in front of her, Quinn was close enough to lean a little forward and catch another whiff of her summer meadow scent. The kiss he’d helped himself to in the room hadn’t been enough. Or maybe it had been too much. He was afraid he was in danger of becoming a Kellie-holic, unable to stop touching her, kissing her, wanting her, now that he’d had a taste.


    She backed up, and he caught her waist just as her ass brushed his groin. Ah hell. These leathers of Toby’s were going to kill him. Definitely not designed for ease of movement. Feeling a warm, round bottom against his dick, however? Yeah, they heightened that sensation.


    “We are so going to win this game,” Brae said, leaning over to kiss Toby on the cheek, distracting Quinn from his distress.


    Toby smiled and put his arm around Brae, but his attention seemed to be on a sharp-featured woman with salt-and-pepper hair who was moving to sit on his right.


    A waiter delivered a couple of bottles of wine to the table, and they were quickly opened and passed around. Quinn decided to stick to water for the time being and noticed that Kellie sipped slowly, but the rest of the table tore through the wine and called for more almost immediately.


    Brae monopolized Kellie, while Toby chatted up the woman on his other side. That left Quinn to try to make conversation with a woman from Middletown, Ohio, who told him she only read vampire romances and was planning to meet every paranormal author at the conference to get an autograph, which she would then transfer to a quilt. The quilt would be auctioned off on eBay to benefit a literacy organization.


    He admired her determination, but after acknowledging that he’d never read a vampire romance and didn’t recognize any of the authors she name-dropped, they lapsed into uncomfortable silence.


    Kellie kept trying to include him in her conversation with Brae. Unfortunately, every time she spoke to him, Brae would look at Toby, who was still deep in conversation with the older lady next to him, take another deep drink of her wine, and then grab Kellie’s arm to tell her something else incredibly important.


    As the main course was served, Quinn noticed that Toby’s friend, whom he’d learned was Joyce Rodgers, an Important Person, handed Toby a business card on which she’d scribbled something.


    Joyce ate two bites of her dessert and then excused herself to take a phone call.


    As the waiter tried to serve coffee, which only Quinn and Kellie accepted—everyone else asked for more wine—Toby stood as well, saying that he’d forgotten something in the room and would be back in a few minutes.


    Brae picked up her wineglass and drained it—again. Kellie turned to Quinn with a desperate look.


    What did she want him to do? Save the day? He supposed he could have accidentally forgotten something in the room, too, and chase after Toby to try to…what? Head him off? Distract him from cheating on his fiancée, if that’s what the Tobe-Meister was up to?


    “How can I help?” he murmured in her ear.


    “Anything.” She gave a rueful shrug.


    The woman with the microphone was beginning to talk again when Quinn stood to give it a shot, to go after Toby. But he was stopped as Kellie’s expression changed from gratitude to surprise, and then amusement.


    And the words that the emcee spoke sank in.


    “I’m so glad that we have such an anxious volunteer to be bachelor number one for the Romance Hero Dating Game. Bad-Boy Biker, come on down!”


    …


    Kellie looked from Quinn’s deer-in-the-headlights expression to Brae, who had magically been transformed from tipsy, jealous fiancée to hooting, hollering strip club patron.


    Quinn was led from their table to a high-backed stool at the front of the room. He shrugged good-naturedly. What a cool guy. How often did you run into a hot biker who was willing to play along at silly games with strangers? And one who kissed like she had the last pair of lips on the planet?


    Darn it, he was a once-in-a-lifetime guy, wasn’t he? And she would be flying away from him in less than two days. She had to find a way to make the most of the time she had with him.


    He seemed to enjoy being around her. That kiss…that kiss had been…wow. She touched her lips and remembered how warm and soft his were. Looking up, she saw him watching her, the heat in his eyes scorching her, sending a blaze of desire to her underwear parts.


    The emcee had found two more victims…er, volunteers to fill the seats and asked who would like to be the first bachelorette.


    “Oh! Me!” Kellie jumped out of her seat and waved her hand, surprising herself out of her mental sex scene. She had to take a chance and go for it before some other partygoer snatched Quinn out from under her.


    “Well, it seems someone is desperate for a date. I think we should let her try her luck, don’t you?”


    The crowd was lukewarm, considering everyone else there wanted to spend some time with one of the guys on the stage—Quinn/Zeus, a Billionaire named Chaz, and an open-shirted Duke—but Kellie didn’t care. She was going to get her date back before someone else came along and claimed him for dessert.


    The Dating Game theme from the seventies game show played as Kellie took her spot on the stage, trying to think of something clever to ask the bachelors. She had three questions to ask each guy and then was supposed to choose a date.


    “Bachelor Number One. What’s your idea of the perfect date movie?” she asked.


    Bachelor Number One, who spoke with a Boston accent, said, “Something classic. To Catch a Thief with Cary Grant comes to mind. It would be best viewed in the theater on my private yacht, I believe.”


    The crowd oohed and ahhed, and there was a “Yeah, baby” from somewhere in the back.


    “Number Two?”


    “I don’t believe I understand what you mean by a movie,” he said in a British accent. “If you’re referring to entertainment, a night at the theater is always enjoyable, but it’s not the performance that matters, it’s what happens behind the curtains of my private box.”


    The oohs and ahhs changed to woo-hoos, and Back Row Woman said, “That’s sooo hot.”


    “And you, Number Three?” What would Quinn say?


    “I kind of liked Beach Party Babes Four,” he said. “But if that girl-on-girl stuff doesn’t work for you, we can get Nine ½ Weeks on Netflix.”


    The crowd was silent while they digested that answer, so it was obvious when Kellie’s attempt at a polite laugh turned into a vigorous snort. She was really going to have to practice normal-sounding laughs next time she was alone.


    Back Row said, “Pick that one, girlfriend.”


    While she recovered her composure, she pretended to make notes before asking the next set of questions.


    “Bachelor Number One. If we were snowed in together, and the power went out, how would you keep me safe and warm?”


    “I have enough money to burn Benjis to keep warm.”


    “Bachelor Number Two?”


    “My country home is well stocked with firewood, I believe, but if we ran low, I would wield an ax myself, stripping from my waistcoat to reveal my manly muscles if you were chilled. And I would ensure that the servants heated enough water to bathe your chilled skin. I would see to the bathing myself.”


    “Number Three?”


    “Uh…I don’t know. You want to act out something from Beach Party Babes Four? We could just pretend there was another girl there.”


    Kellie barely heard Bachelor Number Two over her own, and the audience’s, laughter. “My lady, I should like to call this scoundrel out at dawn for daring to speak to you so crudely.”


    “I can have a contract put out,” Bachelor Number One offered.


    “No, that’s okay,” Kellie said. “No duels or mob hits, please.”


    “Sorry, babe, was that too much for you?” Quinn spoke over the catcalls from the audience. “I think burning up the sheets with you would be the best way to keep warm, but if you just want to snuggle, I can do that, too.”


    Kellie heard the barely suppressed laughter in his voice, and the audience’s collective “awwww” quickly drowned it out, but not before her heart gave a little flip. He remembered the hero thing.


    “Okay, final round!” the emcee trilled. “I think this is going to be a close race!”


    Not in Kellie’s world.


    “Okay, Bachelor Number One. Why are you such a good catch, and why are you still single?”


    “Well, my wealth and power are certainly strong assets. I’m the classic alpha male. I know my way around a woman, and I’m not afraid to make her let me please her.”


    Ugh. Nothing like being held down and forced to enjoy something, was there?


    “And as soon as I find the perfect woman, my magic wang will recognize her and be unable to function for anyone else.”


    Kellie snorted. Okay, Bachelor Number One had almost redeemed himself there.


    “Thanks. Bachelor Number Two?”


    “Ah. I’ve spent my life working to make sure my lands and tenants were prosperous while bedding the occasional lonely widow to sate my manly needs, but until recently, planned to allow my younger brother’s children to become my heirs. But alas, he met an untimely demise without reproducing. Now I am the sole living member of my family and if I don’t marry and produce an heir, our name will die out and hundreds of people will be left to suffer at the hands of a cruel, harsh landlord.”


    “Oh. Well.” Here it came. “What about you, Bachelor Number Three? What’s so special about you? ”


    “Hmmm. Well, I can put something exciting between your legs and take you for a nice, long ride anytime you want.”


    If only you lived within riding distance.


    “So why are you still single?”


    “According to my ex-wife, no girl wants to be married to a guy without a real job.”

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Well, he’d certainly plopped that divorce bomb out there on the table to smell up the party.


    As the emcee rambled a little about how grateful she was that everyone had come to the party, and how everyone should make sure they picked up their copy of Romance Hero Mystery Date, a remade version of some old game, Quinn waited in agony for Kellie to choose her bachelor so he could escape.


    “Bachelor Number Three,” she said, coming around the little divider that had been set up to screen her from him and the other two guys, who shook his hand and went back to their tables.


    He stood up, dazed, and he hugged her, and the crowd applauded. Someone handed him a big canvas bag filled with lovely parting gifts.


    “Did you think I wasn’t going to choose you?” she asked, as she nudged him into a slow sway to the music that someone had turned on. “You have the weirdest look on your face.”


    His body heaved a sigh of pleasure when she plastered her curves against him. “I just… I shouldn’t have said that last stuff. I kind of forgot to play the game. I didn’t mean to sound like Dougie Downer.”


    She giggled and stood on her tiptoes to kiss him, so he kissed her back. He might be a lunkhead but he wasn’t a complete moron. She tasted like chocolate and spice, and he lost himself in the slide of his lips against hers.


    Her arms slid around his waist, and he felt her lean into him. His cock began to harden, straining against the leather. Her belly brushed him, but not quite enough, so he put his hands on her hips and pulled her in even closer. Still not enough, but they were in public.


    Besides. There would be talking now.


    He let himself enjoy the slight movement of her body against his while he waited. He didn’t have to wait long.


    “So. You were married.”


    He sighed, but his dick wasn’t giving up, so he continued to hold her. Was it weird that he should be so turned on while talking about this? The way his heart was beating, he suspected he could share his worst Insidious/Saw nightmares with Kellie and still be hard. So yeah, his marriage. “For about fifteen minutes.”


    “And?”


    “Before we got married, I told her what I wanted to do—the bikes—but she thought I’d change my mind and get a real job after we got married. I didn’t change my mind, so Rachel changed hers.”


    “I’m sorry,” Kellie said, and he knew she meant it. She got him, which was crazy, after such a short time.


    Looking down at the woman in his arms, dancing to Barry Manilow in a conference room of a Las Vegas hotel, while dressed in pants that were about to ensure that he would never, ever have children, Quinn made a mental note to thank Rachel when he next saw her. “I’m not sorry. She’s happier now, and I’m doing what I want to be doing.” Would she get that he meant that literally?


    Her lips were curved in a smile, her warm, soft body pressed against his, and he didn’t regret any of the choices that had brought him to this point.


    Would Kellie care that he didn’t have big money and respectable social status in his future? If she were living here, that is. It didn’t matter. She was here right now, and right now, she seemed to like him just fine.


    Leaning down, slowly, watching her eyes, he moved in. Her pupils flared and her lips parted, meeting his halfway in a kiss that was both soft and significant.


    God. Her lips were smooth and moist, and he licked over the bottom one, inside, over her teeth, as one of her arms slid up his to his neck, holding him steady.


    Her breasts pressed against his chest, and she sighed, leaning into him. He pulled her closer, wanting to feel her slide over his skin, grateful for his nearly nonexistent shirt, because it allowed him to feel her nipples through her silky dress.


    One hand on each of her hips, he rocked her into him, to show her how badly he needed—


    Flash!


    Quinn jumped back, startled, nearly pulling Kellie down in the process.


    The photographer grinned, took another shot, and said, “Check the website tomorrow!”


    “Great,” he grumbled. “I hope they got a clear shot of how fucking uncomfortable these pants are.”


    “Oh.” Kellie was looking at him. At his crotch.


    He looked down, too. The lights had come up in the room, and it was clear as day that he was rock hard.


    “Oh my,” she said. “Do you want to sit down?”


    “That would probably be more uncomfortable,” he admitted. His embarrassment did nothing to diminish Mr. Happy’s joy.


    “Well, should we dance some more, so I can be camouflage?”


    “That’s what got me in this situation in the first place,” he pointed out. Although, yes, he did want her body against his again.


    “Hmmm. Well, we could make you a kilt out of tablecloth, that might—”


    “Maybe we could just stop talking about it?”


    Pressing her lips together, eyes sparkling, she nodded.


    “Glad you’re amused. I feel like a seventh grader.”


    She looked down again. “Really? Those eighth-grade girls must have been willing to date down a grade then, weren’t they?”


    He didn’t mind being turned on as fuck by Kellie. He didn’t mind that she knew how hard he was for her. He wasn’t too thrilled with the surreptitious, and not so surreptitious, glances coming his way from the rest of the women in the room. Jesus, he was going to need medical attention soon.


    Dick-wilting rescue finally came in the form of one very drunk author stumbling through the crowd toward them.


    “Hey, guys, have you seen Toby? He never came back from the bathroom.” Brae swayed on her feet, makeup smudged, wineglass sloshing slightly.


    Okay, he hadn’t jumped in during dinner, so was this when he was supposed to do something heroic, like save the heroine’s frenemy from a broken heart with duct tape and baling twine? He wasn’t fucking MacGyver, but he’d do whatever he could, he supposed.


    “Maybe he’s in the casino.”


    “The casino!” Kellie looked at him as though he’d saved the universe from a giant asteroid, and he really hoped he was Ben Affleck and not Bruce Willis in her mental movie. “I bet you’re right! We should go there.”


    “But you don’t gamble,” Brae said, slugging back more wine.


    “I do now.”


    …


    “I don’t know how any of this stuff works,” Kellie said, mesmerized by the lights and noise of the slot machines, the press of humanity, the air of equal parts hope and desperation that wafted through the endless rooms.


    Of course she’d seen slot machines since she’d gotten here. There were machines in the grocery store where she’d stopped for apple juice, for heaven’s sake. But this—this was insane with a capital Cray-cray.


    Brae had wandered off in search of either Toby or a fresh glass of wine, Kellie wasn’t sure which, but her friend seemed to be okay for the moment.


    Quinn’s hand on her lower back didn’t help Kellie’s focus any. Her skin felt too tight, still aroused from the simple little slow dance at the end of the party. Seeing him—feeling him so hard against her—made her corresponding regions soften. She was amazed her thighs weren’t making noise as she walked, she was so wet.


    “What do you want to try first?” Quinn’s voice rumbled through her ear, straight to her clit.


    First I want to try kissing you some more, then I want to try taking off those ridiculous leather pants, then—


    “Kellie? You still with me here, babe?”


    More than you could know. “Um, what do you recommend?”


    “Depends on how much risk you’re comfortable with. I don’t ever bring any more money than I can afford to lose—so I’m not here often. But…” He dug into the bag of stuff Amber Night had handed them for winning the dating game and pulled out a bag full of coins. “We seem to have been gifted with some play money.”


    “We can play with that?” Can we throw it on the bed and roll around on it, so it sticks to our sweaty bodies, and then—


    “It’s real money. Or it can be exchanged for real money. I think they’d like us to lose it here, though.”


    Kellie stared at the handful of tokens, forcing her attention back into the casino. Her sensible self said to tell Quinn to cash it and put it toward the repair of his bike.


    But it probably wasn’t enough to put a new grip on one handlebar.


    “So…what’s our best bet?”


    He smiled patiently. “Nothing. But there are some that aren’t as horrible as others. Let’s start with roulette.”


    They found a table with a couple of people playing and watched for a few minutes. Quinn put his arm around her, surrounding her with his scent, and explained all the different ways to bet—black or red, even or odd, the groups of numbers.


    A young guy wearing a torn Black Sabbath T-shirt and a gray fedora chewed on an unlit cigarette while he won and lost nearly five hundred dollars.


    Before Kellie hyperventilated with sympathy for the guy, Quinn took a chip and asked her to choose between red and black.


    She happened to be staring at his ass in the black leather pants at the time, so she said, “Black.”


    They lost that one, but then won three more. Then he convinced her to bet on one of the sets of twelve, and she won a little more than she had on just betting on black. She lost a couple times betting on individual numbers, and they moved on.


    “That’s how it works. The steeper the odds, the higher the payout.”


    Before she thought, she asked, “Is that what you’re doing with your bike business? Betting on a long shot?”


    She could have bitten off her own tongue, but he laughed. That sound also sent shivers through her body. Could she come from his sound vibrations alone?


    “Maybe. The odds are mixed, I guess… I’m pretty sure I can stay afloat repairing bikes, but the chances of being the next reality show bike builder might take a little miracle.”


    The horror must have shown on her face, because he laughed and said, “Babe. I don’t want to have a reality show. I just want to be good enough to be wanted.”


    Oh, he was wanted, all right. She wrapped her arm around his and slid her fingers between his. “I believe you can do it. Those bikes you showed me were pretty neat.”


    “You’re pretty neat, too.” He kissed her, a casual, sweet, comfortable kiss that warmed her as much as the sexier one earlier in her room. “But what about you? What about the odds of this writing thing?”


    She shook her head. “Too long.”


    “But how much risk? You don’t really have to put up much money to get started, right?”


    She thought about it. “No. Not much money. Time. Too much time.” And too much heartbreak. “I can’t really afford the assistant I have in the shop. But if I work more, I’d lose writing time… I just can’t win.”


    He shrugged. “Depends on what you consider a win.”


    She thought about that for a moment, but was distracted when Quinn touched her arm and said, “Hey, we’re here to have fun, not stress about the future. How are your math skills?”


    “I can balance my checkbook. Most of the time.”


    “Good enough. Come on.”


    He held out a chair for her at a blackjack table and explained the rules, then divvied up their remaining tokens.


    After a few minutes, she’d amassed a healthy pile of money and was feeling an energy she’d never experienced before. Between the high from winning money and her persistent state of sexual arousal, she thought she might be able to scale the pyramid place down the street. “Can I bet more than five dollars?” She was feeling confident, now that she knew how it worked. She might lose a few hands, but then she’d hit big and win back more than she lost.


    “Absolutely.”


    “Okay.” She put twenty on the table and was dealt a ten and a seven. The dealer had a ten showing.


    “Hit me,” she said. She felt Quinn tense next to her, but knew it was too late. Oops.


    The dealer tossed her a four, and everyone at the table groaned.


    “Twenty-one! I win!”


    Quinn was smiling at her, an amused, indulgent look.


    “Are you humoring me?” she asked.


    “Maybe a little. Mostly I’m having a good time watching you break all the rules and kick everyone’s ass.”


    “Oh.” She looked around at the other players, most of whom seemed to appreciate her beginner’s luck. “I don’t usually break rules.”


    “I know.” His dark eyes held hers and then stroked over her body. Her breasts felt heavy, and she knew she was close to breaking some other rules. Rules about gambling with her feelings and getting naked with someone she would never see again.


    “Would you take a look at that,” someone said, breaking the spell.


    Everyone stared across the room at a table where several scantily clad women gyrated in G-strings and not much else. They had been joined by a woman wearing clothes, a conference badge, and an engagement ring from Toby Wagner.


    “Well, it certainly looks like your friend’s having a good time,” Quinn observed drily.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Kellie watched Quinn expertly wrangle the drunken Brae off the bar and into the elevator without once allowing her to stop and wallow in self-pity. His ability to avoid readers and other authors was impressive. Somehow he convinced Brae that Toby was probably in their hotel room waiting for her.


    Kellie was afraid Toby was in Joyce Rodgers’s room. Joyce was infamous for dragging cover models into her room and not letting them come up for air for weeks—but they always wound up semi-naked on the front of the biggest historical best-sellers, so Toby was probably going to come out richer and more famous.


    But poor Brae. Even though he’d seemed pretty self-absorbed, she was clearly in love with the guy. She was going to be devastated. But right now, her friend was annoying and wasted.


    As Kellie dug through Brae’s clutch for her key card, Brae pawed Quinn. “You’re a good, good, gooooood boyfren. Kelleeez so lucky. Toby’s really cute and stuff, but you’re fuckin’ hot as fuck.”


    “Oh my God,” Kellie muttered, giving Brae a none-too-gentle hip check to get her away from the door so she could scan the card. And to dislodge Brae from Quinn, who was very gently trying to uncurl one hand from his shirt as Brae tangled the other one in his waistband.


    Kellie held the door while Quinn supported Brae through and pointed her toward the bed.


    Brae flopped onto the mattress, her short skirt hiked up in back far enough to see that she was wearing a thong. A black one.


    “Oh, look,” Quinn said, whirling away from the bed. “There’s a message.” He snatched the notepad from the desk and tore a piece of paper from the top and examined it.


    “Lemme see it.” Brae lurched upward and tried to reach Quinn, who conveniently dropped the note—right into a cold cup of coffee that had been left on the desk.


    “Oh, damn,” he said, snatching the cup before Brae could drag the paper out. “I’m such a clod. It’s a good thing I read it before I ruined it, huh?”


    “Whadit say?” She sat back down on the bed and began removing her shoes—by leaning back and sticking one leg in the air and reaching up for the straps of her sandals.


    Again, a lovely view.


    “Here, let me help you with that,” Kellie said, tipping Brae’s leg back down and working at the buckle.


    “Toby said he went to get something at the store and that you should go ahead and get some sleep, and he’ll see you in a bit.”


    “Oh.” Brae considered this.


    Quinn was a lousy liar, but Brae didn’t know which end was up, so it didn’t matter.


    “What did he go get?”


    “Well, I don’t know,” Quinn said. “What do you think he went to get?”


    Brae smiled, curling over on one side and tucking her hands under her cheek. “Maybe isssa present for me.”


    Kellie unzipped Brae’s dress and made a “turn around” gesture to Quinn.


    He raised an eyebrow, but complied, reaching into the pink suitcase on the floor by the bed and throwing a big green T-shirt over his shoulder at Kellie. “Maybe it is a present. What do you hope it is?”


    “Shocklate. Or honey. To rub all over my body.”


    He coughed with an exaggerated grimace. “Whoa, okay there, sister. I think you’re ready to go nite-nite.” Hearing it through the walls was one thing, but hearing it in detail was another. Kellie pulled the covers over Brae and put a bottle of water and some ibuprofen on the nightstand next to her.


    “I think we should keep this one,” Brae said.


    “What should we keep?” Kellie asked, turning off the light next to the bed.


    “Keep Quinn. He’s real. Realer than that Mark guy.”


    “Yeah, he’s real.” She chose not to consider that concept too closely, at least not right now. “Good night, Brae.”


    “G’nite Kell-Bell.”


    Quinn held the door for Kellie and they walked into the hallway.


    “Where do you think he is?” he asked.


    “I think he’s with Joyce, that publisher,” she told him.


    Her disappointment in Toby went deep.


    “Hey,” Quinn said, putting an arm around Kellie’s shoulder and pulling her against him. “She’ll be okay.”


    “Maybe. I guess it’s better that she find out now, than after—”


    “After they get married?”


    “Yeah, sorry to bring it up—” She wasn’t sorry that he was no longer married, but she did regret bringing up the topic again.


    He rubbed her arm. “It’s cool. We were too young, too selfish. I’m over it, Rachel’s way over it and has the proper young professional she always wanted.”


    “Okay.”


    “What about you? Why are you still single?”


    Now she really regretted bringing up relationship statuses. “Ugh. There aren’t that many single guys in my little town, and the online long-distance guys…don’t ever seem to work out. My last date told me he was a pharmaceutical sales rep.”


    “Oh, no. I see where this is going.”


    “Yeah, he got huffy with me when I wouldn’t give him my urine to take in to his probation officer, so we decided to go our separate ways.”


    “Yuck.”


    “I know, right? The guy I saw before that—Mark—had a real job—he told me he was a history teacher and dealt in antiquities. Which I found out later meant he had a booth at a flea market selling other people’s garage sale rejects—his specialty was history textbooks.”


    The disappointment on Quinn’s face brought Kellie’s little self-pity party to an end.


    …


    He was an idiot for thinking that he could have met—even briefly—a woman who wasn’t interested in his earning potential. Why did it even matter? This was a one-night hookup without sex that had gone on for two nights already—it was time to cut and run.


    But before Quinn could extract his arm from around Kellie’s shoulder, she turned and took his face in her smooth hands.


    “I wouldn’t have cared if he was the guy who gathers up stray shopping carts if he’d told me who he was to begin with. I’m done with guys who tell me they’re something that they aren’t. That’s all.”


    Staring into her seafoam eyes, he believed her. At least, he believed that she believed it. And it didn’t matter, did it? After this weekend, he wouldn’t see her again anyway.


    His mission was to show her a good time and see if he could encourage her to follow her own dreams—not to worry if anyone would hang around to see if his turned into nightmares.


    “So,” she said. “I’ve got some beer and chips in my room. Want to come in and see if Jeopardy’s on or something?” Her eyes gave the phrase “come hither” a new meaning.


    Quinn’s body sent him “go” signals. He cleared his throat. “Or something? Is that a metaphor?”


    “Well.” She raised an eyebrow. “I’m also kind of interested to see what’s in your goody bag there, besides casino tokens.”


    He raised an eyebrow. “Darlin,’ my goodies defy description.” And at the moment, his goodies were in rare form, even for a man who’d been hard and aching most of the night.


    Her laugh filled the silent hallway, and they both cracked up when someone stuck their head around the corner near the elevator nook.


    “But if you need me to describe them for you…” He poked around in the tote bag he’d been given. “Nice bottle of Blue Mountain Bourbon,” he said. “Some other stuff down here, but it’s wrapped up. Oh—here’s a fancy set of playing cards.”


    “Then maybe we can play strip poker.”


    Oh, yes, please. His hands longed to unwrap her from that dress, to see what was underneath.


    She pointed at the bag he carried. “Any chocolate or honey in there?”


    He pictured her, naked, while he licked sticky sweet stuff from her—to the sweeter stuff beneath.


    He wasn’t sure why he hesitated. Maybe he needed things to be spelled out. “Brae’s passed out. Even if Toby comes back with his virtue intact, there’s no reason to have loud fake sex,” he said.


    “I know.” She started to put her thumb to her luscious lips, then stopped herself and held his gaze. “I don’t want loud fake sex.”


    She slid her key card in the slot. She held the door, staring at him, until he got his wits back from his dick—which was still in a stranglehold from the borrowed pants. It took a few seconds, but then he moved, following her into the room.


    He stopped, watching her walk across the room, tossing her key card on the nightstand, kicking off her shoes with a sigh, tugging at something in her hair, which brought the whole mess tumbling down around her shoulders. She was taking a chance here, he realized. Letting herself do things that she wouldn’t normally do. Including him.


    But so was he, wasn’t he? He was playing with fire—taking a chance that this nice girl might mean more to him than he could let go of at the end of the weekend.


    She smiled at him, quizzically. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. We can play rummy. I’m not a total letch.”


    “I am.” He moved then, reaching her in three steps, taking her in his arms, kissing those amazing lips.


    She moaned, stroking his hair, his arms, touching him everywhere, at once, it seemed—and it felt great.


    So he touched her back. He put his hands in her silky hair, ran his fingers through it, watched the colors flow in the light.


    Kellie stroked her fingers over his shoulders, tracing the lines of his collarbones and tugging at the fabric of his nearly nonexistent undershirt, pulling it from his waistband and then running her hands underneath and up, stroking over his stomach and ribs, across his chest, teasing his nipples and drawing a gasp from him.


    He grabbed her arms. “Are you sure you want to do this? I don’t want you to regret this—what happens in Vegas…”


    She smiled. “I think my biggest regret would be going home without doing this. As long as you want…” Her eyes grew round and she backed away. “Do you want—?”


    Great. Now he was coming across as an idiot. “I don’t know. I’m feeling awfully sweet and heroic,” he told her. “Maybe we should just snuggle.”


    She snorted, and the awkward moment was broken. Putting one pink-tipped finger to her lips, she pondered this, then said, “Well, okay, but I think we need to get Toby’s pants off of you. In case, you know, he needs them back soon.”


    Okay. Yeah. He was practically trembling with need. His fingers were about three hundred feet in diameter, fumbling with his pants.


    She reached out and slid her fingers between his belly and the waistband, working at the button. The damned pants were getting more uncomfortable by the second.


    “Gosh,” she said. “This is kind of hard. I think I need a closer look.”


    Quinn groaned when she dropped to her knees and bent forward to kiss his stomach. Her lips were too much—and not enough. When the button finally popped free, she slid her fingers in deeper, between the zipper and his boxer briefs.


    Her fingers brushed his aching cock when she pulled the tab of the zipper down. As the leather loosened, she stroked, and had him free of the pants in seconds. He didn’t think being surrounded by her hand and his underwear could feel better, until she pulled the fabric away and surrounded him with her lips. Okay. Now it was too much. He needed more.


    Oh, fuck. His head fell back.


    The power and wet heat of her mouth was doubled by the look in her eyes as she took him in. She licked around the head at first, then pulled him in farther, surrounding the shaft with her hand, tugging his jeans down with her other hand before coming back up to stroke his balls, which were already growing tight.


    He took a long, selfish minute to feel the slick movement of her mouth over him, listen to the little sounds she made, and to stroke that gorgeous hair some more, but then couldn’t stand the thought of not touching—and tasting—the rest of her.


    “Okay, whoa.” He moved back, reluctantly, and took her hands. “I gotta get you naked, sugar.”


    Mouth red and wet, eyes huge and shiny, pupils enormous, Kellie just nodded.


    After allowing him to help her to her feet, she stepped back and pulled her dress up and over her head.


    He didn’t think he could have been any more aroused, but when he saw what was under that white dress, Quinn nearly passed out from the blood that rushed from his brain to his dick.


    …


    Maybe Kellie should have let Quinn take off her dress slowly. In the dark and under the covers.


    Because after she whipped off her dress, he just stood there, expressionless, for the longest moment of her life.


    She looked down, self-consciously exposed. But she’d been too into what she’d been doing, enjoying the taste and textures of pleasing Quinn, the rasp of his breath. She’d been so turned on that when he said he wanted her naked, she hadn’t thought about it, she’d just yanked off the dress. Was he shocked? “It’s a white dress. Everything I have shows through white.”


    “You’re really, really naked.” He came toward her.


    As he reached her and put a hand on each side of her waist, his penis brushed her tummy. When he drew her against him, she felt his thighs against hers, her breasts pressed against his rib cage, and his testicles nestle against her, that hard cock imprinting her skin.


    She felt it all, because she hadn’t worn any underwear.


    He bent his head toward her, and just before he kissed her, said, “You’re so fucking hot, I could come just looking at you.”


    It wasn’t the most romantic thing anyone had ever said to her, but it turned her on more than anything ever had because it was real, basic. She met his kiss with her lips and tongue and tried everything short of superglue to get her skin closer to his.


    They found their way to the bed and Quinn fell back, pulling her down on top of him, then rolling her over. He ran a hand along her side, up and down, from her hip to her rib cage, not going any higher.


    She squirmed, her breast aching for his touch. Her nipples were swollen, begging for his attention. Finally, finally, he swept his hand forward and cupped her, thumbing her nipple, then bending his head to take it into his mouth and sucking. Hard.


    For the first time in her life, Kellie was glad she wasn’t skinny, because Quinn couldn’t seem to stop touching her, squeezing her, stroking her everywhere. Except where she needed him most.


    “Quinn, my lady parts are feeling neglected,” she finally gasped. “Please, can we—”


    He laughed against her breast and raised his head, quirking a brow. “Your lady parts?”


    She shoved at his shoulder, affronted. “You know what I mean. Please—”


    He ran a hand along the divide between her legs from her knees upward, stopping just short of touching her there. “You mean your garden of delights?” He kissed her. “Your love shack?”


    “Quinn…” She parted her legs, in no mood for teasing, about to die of arousal.


    “Your lotus of love?”


    She laughed, and he finally touched her, slipping his fingers against her folds, easing the throbbing by creating a new tension.


    “I got that from Her Shanghai Prince. Do you prefer purple passion petals?” he murmured against her lips, tracing his fingers around her, soothing and arousing at the same time.


    “Purple?” she breathed. “That sounds dangerous.”


    “I read that in Love’s Greatest Heartache.” He tilted his head at the nightstand, where a pile of classic historical romances had landed.


    He left her mouth and kissed down the center of her chest.


    “You read a lot of romance?”


    “Research,” he said. “I took a couple home with me this morning.” Then he tongued her stomach, trailing over her belly button, dropping kisses until he was poised between her legs. “There’s purple, pink, rose, dusky rose, flushed red…”


    “Quinn…” Kellie could barely breathe, he was so hot and large, holding her thighs apart and staring down at her body.


    “But you? You’re definitely hot pink,” he confirmed, grinning up at her. “And your pleasure bud is calling my name.”


    “Quinnnnn…” She thrashed under his weight, while he kept her legs apart.


    “I got you, babe.” And he did. He covered her with his mouth and licked along her entrance, up to her clitoris. Hands stroking over her thighs, he worked her with his tongue.


    Between the raspy texture of beard stubble and focused attention of slick lips and tongue, she filled with tension, tighter, and tighter, and the heat built.


    “Quinn, oh my gosh, Quinn,” she panted. Hands in his hair, she tugged at his head, needing him to stop, terrified he wouldn’t. As she shattered, he continued to stroke her with his tongue, and his hands moved on her thighs, easing her body.


    She missed his touch when he moved away, but after a moment he rose above her, standing and pulling her toward the edge of the mattress. He placed the condom-covered head of his erection at her still pulsing entrance, and in one smooth move, entered her, filling her completely.


    “Omigod, omigod,” she chanted, as he began to thrust. He put one hand under her backside, tilting her pelvis so that he rocked against a spot inside that felt so good, the orgasm that had ebbed rebuilt into something new, deeper, tighter, pleasure that made her heart beat so hard she thought it might stop.


    He hovered over her and pinned one of her legs with his hand so that she was unable to move her hips. Restricting her movement—which made his thrusts that much more intense.


    Her hands were free, and she stroked his chest and stomach, reveling in the way his muscles flexed under her fingers.


    As the level of her pleasure evened out, she was able to watch him, see his face. His eyes were closed and he bit his lip as a drop of sweat slid from beneath his hair over his sharp cheekbone.


    The naked power in his expression was one she’d keep with her long after she left this town, one she’d pull out late at night to remember and savor.


    Opening his eyes, his stare said he knew this, was going to give her even more. He slid one hand toward where their bodies met and began to stroke her clit again, but it was too much and she shoved his hand away.


    “You. I want you to come now,” she said.


    He paused slightly, then he smiled, and said, “I can do that.” As his pace increased, he lost some of his rhythm, and when his mouth dropped open to groan out his pleasure, Kellie came again anyway, just little pulses this time, so she was able to feel him grow inside her and throb, and hold on to him when he collapsed over her.


    Oh dear. Although her imaginary hero Zeus was pretty amazing, he wasn’t nearly as incredible as Quinn.


    She realized she might just have put more on the table than she could afford to lose.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    “Hello?”


    Quinn’s voice was groggy, and he spoke softly, but Kellie must have been primed to respond to the vibrations he emitted, because she was fully awake by the time the voice on the other end of the phone squawked.


    “What the hell is this?” it shrieked.


    “Hi, Ma,” he said, rolling to his side and reaching a long, tattooed arm out to pull Kellie toward him. He was warm and smelled like sex and sleep. “What’s going on? Everything okay?”


    She wanted to rub her face against him, to get more of his scent all over herself, but then his mother spoke again, her voice as clear as if she were on speaker.


    “Everything is not okay. I suppose you have yet to see this morning’s webisode of So Very Vegas.”


    “No, can’t say that I have.” He tucked his head down enough to roll his eyes at Kellie, then stroke her hair. He slid a foot between hers, nudging her with his knee.


    She relaxed her thighs, allowing him to tangle his legs with hers and pull her hips closer. She already felt her body softening and yearning toward his. Amazing, considering they’d had sex for hours last night. After that first fast and hard round, there had been another, longer, slower bout that wore them both out.


    But unlike last night, she felt the clock on their little love affair ticking. If he was going to disappear into the sunset—or sunrise, as it were—she was going to make sure she had as many memories of him as she could make.


    She reached toward him, stroking down his bare chest, to the boxer briefs he’d put back on sometime in the night. He was hard, the head of his penis stretching the fabric forward, a little damp spot already showing her how much he wanted her again.


    “Well, you might want to take a look, because your father is not too happy right now. I thought you’d want to know before you got here for dinner today.”


    “Okay.” He winced.


    “You forgot?” Kellie mouthed.


    He nodded.


    “Damn it, Quinn, the last thing this we need is for you to shame this family by being photographed dancing—or whatever it was you were doing—with a stripper!”


    “What?” Quinn rolled away, just as she pulled her hand back and sat up.


    “Why does everyone think I’m a stripper?” she asked without thinking.


    “Seriously Quinn? She’s there right now? You should know better!” His mother’s voice had gone up a few decibels. Brae would be calling to complain about the noise soon.


    “She’s not a stripper,” Quinn ground out.


    “Is she a prostitute? Oh Lord, son. I don’t care if it is technically legal, it’s still immoral. Get her out of there before—”


    “She’s a children’s bookstore owner.”


    “Of course she is,” his mother sneered across the line. “I’m sure she’s a very respectable girl.”


    He took the phone away from his mouth and looked at Kellie. “You got plans for dinner?”


    The light in the room dimmed, and she got a slight case of tunnel vision. “Am I coming to meet your folks?”


    He grinned and turned back to the phone.


    “Yay.” She hoped he detected the lack of enthusiasm in her voice.


    His mother was still yammering into the phone, something about the neighbors and his grandmother.


    “Hey, Ma!” He interrupted her tirade. “Set an extra place for dinner. I’m bringing my girl.”


    There was a gasp, but no comment.


    Kellie couldn’t have spoken, either. It sounded so different when he said my girl—like that—than when she’d introduced him as her boyfriend to Brae. Maybe because it felt like he meant it more now than she had two days ago.


    “Mom? You still there?”


    This time Kellie couldn’t overhear her response.


    “Yeah. Her name’s Kellie. Yes. Children’s books. Like a librarian, yes. Practically a Sunday school teacher. You can ask her all about it when you meet her, okay? Okay.”


    By the time Quinn disconnected the phone and put it back on the nightstand, Kellie had managed to compose her features out of the shape of omigod he called me his girl to his mom and back into two-night stand sex kitten—or at least she hoped so.


    He didn’t quite meet her eyes at first—but then he did. Shrugging, he spoke around the elephant that had just appeared in the room. “I know you’re leaving soon, but you’re my girl this weekend, right?”


    “Yeah. Yeah, I am.” Was she ever. And she pulled him back down so that he was lying beside her again. “And as your girl, I have certain rights. One of those is to trace every one of your tattoos. With my tongue.”


    …


    “What time is dinner at your parents?” Kellie asked, as Quinn kissed the line of her spine, from the back of her neck down. God, he could spend the rest of his life in this bed and not get enough of her. He veered to the left to sink his teeth into her left butt cheek.


    “Ow!” She turned over and swatted at him, laughing, and he tried to redirect his mouth toward her crotch, but she squirmed away, pulling the sheet over herself.


    “Don’t be modest now, sugar. I’ve seen it all.”


    “I’m protecting you from distractions. I asked you a question.”


    “Umm…”


    “What time is dinner?” she repeated. “Or more importantly, what time do we have to be ready to leave here?”


    “Oh.” He looked at the clock. “Well, it’s more of a late lunch thing than dinner. But we’ve got another half hour. Come here.” He tried to drag her back toward him, but she was out of the bed in half of an instant, slamming the bathroom door behind her. “Where are you going?”


    “Half an hour?” she shrieked. “It takes me forty minutes to blow dry my hair!”


    “It’ll dry on the way…it’s a twenty-minute ride on my bike—it’ll be dry before we hit the city limits.”


    The bathroom door opened slowly, and she stuck her head out. “Your bike?”


    “How else we gonna get there?” He laid back, arms behind his head.


    “My rental?”


    “No way am I riding up to my folks’ house in that.”


    She hesitated, chewing her bottom lip. Seeming to come to some sort of conclusion, she nodded slowly. “I’ve never been on a motorcycle. If I fall off and die, will you call my mom and tell her my last words were about her, even if they weren’t?”


    “You’re not gonna die.”


    “Promise?” She seemed to be asking about something more than the drive over.


    “Cross my heart.”


    She stared at him for another beat, probably remembering that they’d met when he’d run his bike into the back end of her car less than two days go, but she finally pulled her head back into the bathroom and shut the door.


    With Kellie on the back of his bike, he’d be more careful than he’d ever been before. He couldn’t promise she’d survive meeting his family, however.


    He felt guilty for insisting that she accompany him—he wanted to take her partly as a buffer—but with company, there might be less drama than usual. He also wanted his family to see that he could attract a perfectly lovely woman who didn’t mind that he was a bike mechanic.


    As Quinn zipped his pants—his own pants—someone knocked on the door.


    He peered through the hole in the door, and then opened it to admit Brae, who breezed in as though she’d spent the night in a spa, not passed out drunk in bed.


    “Well. Good morning, handsome.” She trailed her skinny fingers across his chest as she passed. “Fancy meeting you here.”


    “Brae. How are you today?”


    “Good, good. Heading down to have coffee with some readers; I wanted to see if Kellie wanted to come with me. Someone canceled, so there’s a slot for another reader.”


    How very…condescending of you, Quinn thought.


    Kellie came out of the bathroom in a nice, prim-looking skirt and a top that didn’t show enough cleavage. Which made her look that much hotter.


    “Oh. Hi, Brae.” She shot a questioning glance at Quinn.


    He understood what she was asking, but shrugged. Did she really expect him to have figured out what happened to Toby and the long-term implications to her friend’s love life in the past thirty seconds?


    With an exasperated shake of her head—which sported a finished, dry hairdo that would impress even his mother—she greeted Brae.


    “Want to come to my coffee with an author event?”


    Quinn couldn’t shove the insensitive skank out into the hallway, so he dived in to verbally protect Kellie from having to come up with a polite response. “Oh, sorry. We’re heading out to brunch right now.”


    “But you’ll both be back for the Banging Books Readers’ Party later, won’t you?”


    “Unless there’s an earthquake, or something,” Kellie said. It was a good thing that Kellie wasn’t in Vegas to gamble, because she was a lousy liar. “We wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


    “I knew I could count on you. Of all of my fans, you’re the best.”


    Realization that her friend didn’t think of her as a writer crossed Kellie’s face right before resignation. But she said, “Well, that makes me pretty darned important then, doesn’t it? I’m the best fan of the best writer here.”


    Once the door shut behind Brae, Kellie’s frustration was evident.


    “You’re a writer, too,” he pointed out.


    “I don’t know. Maybe not. Shall we?” She picked up her key card and shoved it in her microscopic purse.


    “Yeah.” But he wanted to make her stay, make her sit down and finish her book, and to love it while he fed her coffee and chocolate, or whatever it was she lived on while she worked.


    If Quinn sent only one impression home with Kellie, he hoped it would be that she should keep following her dreams—she should stay on the path she wanted to be on, and ride it however she wanted.


    …


    Kellie didn’t open her eyes until the engine on the motorcycle cut out. She’d tried at one point, about five minutes into the ride, but everything was going by so fast that she’d gotten seasick, so she just shut ’em, held on, and prayed.


    And tried to look forward to a peaceful lunch with Quinn’s family. They must be salt of the earth people to have raised such a laid-back, easygoing son, right? His mother was probably very overprotective, which was why she’d reacted so strongly to seeing the photo of Kellie and Quinn dancing.


    A hand patted her fingers.


    “Unclutch me,” Quinn said. “You have to get off first.”


    “I don’t think I can,” she said, finally looking up and finding herself in the middle of a big driveway.


    A big, curving around a naked baby fountain driveway. Like the McMansion version of a hotel.


    “I thought we were going to your parents’ house?”


    “We are.”


    “But this is—” Sort of Southfork. Slightly Stately Wayne Manor. Mini Mount Vernon.


    “My parents’ house.”


    What the heck? Quinn was a motorcycle mechanic. His parents were regular old people, who lived in a tidy ranch—or even a double-wide trailer. Not fancy people who lived on the edge of a golf course. This wasn’t who Quinn projected he was. He said he was a motorcycle mechanic, not the spoiled son of upper-middle-class country clubbers, not someone who played at his motorcycle hobby when he felt like it.


    Quinn was supposed to be the opposite of all those guys from Smyrna Springs—opposite, as in…honest. And struggling bike mechanics didn’t come from wealthy families.


    Kellie ran through her options. She could get mad and insist Quinn take her back to the hotel. She could get mad and call a cab. She could get mad and…suck it up like she always did, and make the best of things.


    She got off the bike and tugged her conservative floral skirt into place, and prepared to make nice with Quinn’s family.


    It was only for a couple of hours—then he’d take her back to the hotel and she could tell him to kiss off. Or she could make some big excuse about coming down with Ebola so she couldn’t see him anymore.


    Quinn swung his leg over the seat and tugged at his khakis, straightening the crease. He did look nice. Different—like he went with the house—but nice.


    “Is something wrong?” He took her hand.


    “Nope. No. It’s a lovely house. Big.”


    A trio of late-model sedans were lined up at the edge of the drive, and Quinn cursed when he looked them over.


    She pushed her own discomfort aside. “What?”


    He sighed. “Nothing. My brother’s here. Which means—”


    “Quinn!”


    Camilla Parker Bowles had opened the door and come on to the front porch.


    Kellie tripped over her own feet and sprawled on the driveway.


    Quinn turned to help her up, taking her hand.


    “Quinn? Does your little friend need medical attention?”


    Camilla’s voice was a little more slurred than Kellie expected from Prince Charles’s consort. Swaying down the porch, a tumbler to her lips, the woman wasn’t quite as polished as she supposed Camilla to be. For one thing, her blouse was misbuttoned and her lipstick was smeared.


    “Shit,” Quinn muttered low enough that she heard, but not his mother. “She’s already hammered.”


    He released her hand and turned to hug his mom, diverting the glass of amber liquid before it spilled on Kellie’s head.


    “Mom, this is Kellie Dalton,” Quinn said, gesturing. “Kellie, this is my mom, Angela.”


    “You have lovely lingerie, dear,” Angela said, giving her fingertips a limp touch.


    She was grateful that she had on good underwear—and that she’d worn it today—because her skirt had flipped up over her thighs. As she pulled the fabric down and took Quinn’s hand to get to her feet, another five people had come outside to see the display of her nether regions.


    His mouth quirked and he whispered in her ear, “It’s a good thing you neglected my commando request. My dad has a heart condition.”


    Feeling her face flush six shades of embarrassed, she straightened her clothes and put on her best children’s lit lady face to meet his family.


    If she’d learned nothing else from years of dealing with parents and kids at her store, it was to act like she knew what she was doing—99 percent of the time, no one would be the wiser.


    “Look who’s here, honey.” Angela waved at Quinn. “And his little friend Kelsie.”


    “Kellie,” he corrected stiffly. “Hullo, Dad.”


    A man in his late fifties stepped off of the porch/verandah/thing on the front of the house and shook Quinn’s hand. He was, impossibly, an inch or so taller than his son, with nearly silver hair. He was very distinguished and handsome, but wearing one too many large gold rings around his elegant fingers to be quite honest-looking.


    “I’m Andrew. Andy Anderson.” He gave a practiced self-deprecating chuckle at his own name.


    She smiled and shook his hand, which was firmer and drier than his wife’s. Somehow, she’d expected it to be slimier.


    Behind him were two other men and two women.


    “This is my sister, Kimberly, her husband, Christopher, my brother, Carson, and his wife, Rachel.”


    All the names, except the last, flew out of her head.


    Rachel. Why did she know that name? Quinn was watching her closely.


    Oh. Oooohhhh. Rachel was the ex-wife. Who had left him because he didn’t live up to her standards of employment and financial security. And was now married to his brother?


    She suppressed a shudder.


    Rachel stuck out her perfectly blunt manicured fingers, attached to her perfectly aerobicized and tanned arm, underneath beautifully highlighted blonde hair. Hard, cobalt-blue contact lenses demonstrated that whatever Quinn had sacrificed for his chosen career, this woman wasn’t that big of a loss.


    And he had said she’d left him because he wasn’t living up to her expectations. But still, as Quinn put his hand on Kellie’s back while they waited for the whole gang to precede them into the house, she couldn’t help but wonder just who she’d come home with.


    “Where did you meet Rachel, anyway?” Kellie whispered to Quinn when his ex was out of earshot.


    “Law school.”


    “Law school? You went to law school?” She stopped and stared at him.


    He shrugged and pointed at the row of graduation photos displayed along the hallway—his father, brother, sister, and Quinn himself, each framed with the Harvard Law School logo as part of the matting. “It’s kind of a family tradition.”

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Quinn wanted to pull Kellie aside to apologize—he hadn’t expected his brother and Rachel to be here today. They never came to Sunday dinner. Otherwise he wouldn’t have invited her. Or at least might have warned her.


    But his sister, ex-wife, and drunken mother dragged her away to tour the hallowed halls of Casa del Anderson, and he’d put off talking to his father for as long as he could.


    Taking a breath, he followed his dad into his “workshop” next to his home office.


    The workshop was where Andy kept his collection of antique electric trains and other railroad memorabilia. Putting on his conductor hat, his father looked, for half a second, like the dad he remembered from his childhood. The dad who took them all over the country to see trains—big ones.


    Sometimes, he wondered if his dad would have been happier as an engineer, driving a locomotive, than as legal counsel to the rich and shady in Vegas.


    “I got the MQ out this week,” his dad said.


    Sure enough, the track that he and his dad had assembled the year before he’d left for college had the big engine on it, the one that Quinn had painstakingly painted in metallic blues and purples—just like his favorite bike. The cars were similar, all highlighted with chrome, and labeled to look as though they carried motorcycle parts.


    “What’s going on, Quinn?”


    He thought about pretending that he’d just wanted to see the trains before easing into what he needed to say, but decided against it. Neither of them appreciated the subterfuge.


    “I need to ask for an extension on the next two month’s tuition repayments.”


    “Why?”


    “I have some expenses—” He wasn’t going to lie. He wasn’t doing anything wrong—it was just his family that seemed to think so. “I have an opportunity to enter a bike into the Vegas Bike Fest, and I need the cash to finish the build.”


    Andrew sighed, turning the power switch on and off for the track where the Mighty Quinn sat, lights blinking on and off. “Do whatever you think is right. But remember, you always have a place with the firm.”


    “I know.” It had been Quinn’s idea to repay his parents for his tuition. There had been such a shit storm when he’d announced that he didn’t want to practice law—he thought paying back the money would ease the pain caused by his failure to follow the path laid out for him.


    Instead, it had gotten him into some sort of strange place with his father—he couldn’t tell if they were allies on some parallel universe road not taken, or if his dad was doing everything he could to avoid committing infanticide and leaving his biggest disappointment in the desert for the coyotes.


    “Hey, Quinn—” His brother burst into the room. “You’d better come rescue your woman. Mom’s trying to recruit her for the Junior League Twitter campaign against bad hair.”


    “What?” He followed his brother down the hall, where Mom’s voice trickled from the solarium.


    “What’s that god-awful hair color called again, Rachel?”


    “Ombré.”


    “Well, it should be called Trailer Trash Number Twelve,” Mom answered. “Don’t you agree, Carrie?”


    Kellie’s laughter floated above the group and reached Quinn like a fresh breeze. She thought his mother was funny? Probably not a good idea to encourage the woman when she was already half baked, but at least Kellie seemed to be holding her own. “That one can be difficult if it’s not done right,” she said, diplomatically.


    “Callie, would you like a mimosa?” his mother asked.


    “Kellie,” Quinn corrected, coming into the room. “Her name’s Kellie.”


    Mom waved him off. “Have a drink, dear,” she purred, reaching for the pitcher to fill a glass.


    “No, thank you.” Kellie covered her glass, but his mother was already in motion, and poured half of the pitcher over her hand before his sister grabbed it away.


    Quinn pulled a towel from the bottom shelf of the liquor cart and blotted at her hand, while Rachel snorted from the other side of the room and sucked down her own drink.


    “I’m so sorry,” he said.


    Kellie smiled placidly and licked her fingers. “It’s pretty tasty. Just a little early for me.”


    He stifled a groan as she slid her middle finger into her mouth and sucked the stickiness off with a pop.


    “Is it time to eat yet? Let’s go eat,” his brother suggested.


    “Is that your solution for everything? Eating?” Rachel griped, staring pointedly at Carson’s softening waistline.


    “There’s an idea,” Quinn said, wiggling his eyebrows at Kellie.


    She smiled, but it was a polite stranger smile, not a lover smile.


    Ah, hell. His family had poisoned her against him—he’d only left them alone with her for ten minutes. Or had he managed to do that himself—let her see what he could have been, if he’d become a lawyer?


    But it didn’t matter. This was a temporary relationship. Time was ticking away on their little affair.


    And he had the urge to unplug all the clocks he could find.


    His mother sipped from her glass in his direction. “I almost forgot. Today’s loan day, isn’t it? Do you have a check you want me to deposit, or are you overdue again? You know I don’t appreciate having to cover your debt…”


    Perfect.


    “Angela—” his dad started to say, then stopped when Quinn shook his head. Better to just let it go before she got too fired up.


    His siblings and their spouses all turned to look at him. He didn’t check to see if Kellie was staring at him, too. At least he knew why she’d cooled off so quickly. Disappointment soaked him like a liquid nitrogen tsunami.


    “No, not today.”


    Dad took her arm and tried to turn her toward the dining room.


    “Why not, sweetheart?” Her voice dripped acid. “Is your little project not working out the way you expected?”


    “Is the dining room this way?” Kellie stood, forcing him to look away from his siblings’ faces—by turns pitying, scornful, or disgusted—and to look at her. “I’m not sure how hungry I am, but I bet lunch is going to be interesting.”


    …


    Happy hour, or whatever that had been, was awful. Between Quinn’s mother, who didn’t have anything nice to say about anyone, his sister, who didn’t say anything, and his ex, who didn’t have to say anything—her smirk said it all—Kellie was ready to pretend to care about golf so that she could talk with the brother and brother-in-law.


    Lunch was worse. They were all gathered around a stylish glass-topped table set with clear glass dishes, to nibble at eggs that appeared to be floating on nothing. An ancient cocker spaniel waddled through the room and settled below the table, staring hopefully, waiting for the floating food to land.


    As upset as she’d been with Quinn for not telling her who he really was, she was relieved when he’d come to rescue her from the sunroom. And quickly developed a little understanding for his failure to share everything about his background. After the look on his face when his mother had tried to shame him in front of everyone, Kellie had glimpsed the little boy he must have been—determined, angry, and desperate for approval from a cold, distant mother.


    He obviously hadn’t expected the whole crew to show up. Hopefully they weren’t here on her account. Although if it was so rare that Quinn brought a woman to dinner, maybe that was kind of cool, no matter how much of a duplicitous butthead he was.


    All she wanted now was to leave this place. She felt like she’d been hornswoggled into coming under false pretenses. But was she? She’d made assumptions about what his family would be like based on what he did for a living. And even though he had a law degree, he was clearly living on what he made fixing motorcycles. Which he’d told her about.


    Quinn wasn’t rich. He’d told her that. But was he really a deadbeat? Skipping out on his debts?


    The tension had waned on the way into the dining room, and there was plenty of meaningless small talk about golf, a wedding shower for a family friend, and the rumored divorce scandal of a local preacher who was apparently having an affair with his wife’s sister.


    “I’m representing Brother Reginald,” Quinn’s brother announced, proudly.


    Kellie smiled weakly, as he seemed to be addressing her. “That’s…interesting.”


    Rachel rolled her eyes. “Especially since the sister is also the lead dancer at the Coconut Club and the ex-wife of a local mobster.”


    “No one ever proved that,” Carson corrected.


    Quinn’s mother said, in a burst of sobriety, “You’ll all have to mind your p’s and q’s. Carson can’t afford for anyone in the family to look like they aren’t the most upstanding citizen in the city until they’ve reached a settlement.”


    She directed her stare directly at Quinn, then at Kellie.


    Kellie smiled pleasantly. Her best shop owner who has dealt with the most high-maintenance landlord and snobby neighbors in the world smile.


    Angela turned back to Quinn. “I don’t know why you feel like you have to support two other people in your shop when you can barely support yourself—or repay your debt.”


    “That’s enough,” Andy slammed down his coffee cup. “He wants to pay back his tuition, he doesn’t have to. You’re the one who’s twisted it into some sort of punishment for not toeing your line.”


    “Well, what kind of person throws a perfectly good law degree away and spends his life building motorcycles? That’s just ridiculous. That’s not even art. It’s…low class.”


    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Kellie didn’t realize she’d spoken aloud until everyone, Quinn included, turned to stare at her.


    Oh God. She didn’t do this. She didn’t jump anyone’s case. Except Quinn’s the other day. And apparently anyone who put him down.


    He quirked his mouth and a tiny spark flared to life in his eye, the first since he’d sat down to eat.


    Well, she’d already opened her big mouth, she might as well let it all out. It wasn’t like she’d ever see these people again. “Have you seen the bikes he designs? They’re amazing! I don’t know much about motorcycles, but I do know what’s cool-looking, and his are…are…kick-butt.”


    “You don’t know what you’re saying,” Angela said, after swallowing the last of her bourbon.


    “Ma, not now,” he said, putting his hand over Kellie’s.


    “Why not now? Is it fair to this young lady to let her waste her time with someone who’s never going to live up to his full potential?”


    Kellie gasped and Quinn’s hand tightened. “Mom—”


    But Angela was on a roll. “He could be well-off, capable of supporting a wife in style if he chose to.”


    Kellie yanked her hand out from beneath Quinn’s. He tried to grab for her, but she was too fast for him as she stood up and faced his family.


    “Quinn has a good job. He employs good people, and makes something that is beautiful and creative. He’s a businessman, and I think he’s probably going to be very successful in his own time. And as for supporting a wife—any wife worth her salt should be able to support herself.”


    “He’s a mechanic,” Angela spat. “His grandfather was a mechanic and never had clean hands. Never had the money to take us to the movies, or out to dinner, or to buy dresses anywhere but Kmart.”


    Now Quinn was standing, too, his hand on Kellie’s waist.


    Everyone else remained seated, silently watching and listening.


    “My father didn’t have jack shit, and he died with arthritis so bad he couldn’t button his own shirts.” The woman was practically foaming at the mouth.


    The dog woke up and stumbled from under the table, bumping Kellie’s legs as he escaped. She tossed him a piece of toast, which he caught with amazing dexterity for one so decrepit.


    Quinn spoke through his teeth. “Grandpa made enough money to send you to a good college, where you got a good education. He died knowing he’d worked hard and made an honest living.”


    “Are you saying that being a lawyer isn’t an honest living?”


    Carson coughed out a laugh, cut off when Rachel came to life and smacked him on the shoulder.


    Their dad seemed to shrink in his chair.


    “Well?” Angela gestured to the rest of the family. “Do you think lawyers are lazy thieves?”


    “I think… I think I would have made a lousy lawyer,” Quinn said, finally. “Kellie, you done? Maybe we should go.”


    “Um, thanks for dinner, it was delicious,” she mumbled, taking his hand and rushing down the hall behind him.


    The front door opened, then closed behind them. Quinn handed her a helmet and put on his own without speaking.


    “Well,” she said, straddling the seat behind him. “That certainly went well.”


    He didn’t answer, but she thought she heard him laugh as he started the bike and roared out of the drive.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Quinn tried to forget the family drama and let the ride wash away his tension. The wind and vibrations from the road calmed him, and having Kellie at his back—both literally and figuratively—helped.


    The late-afternoon sun threw beams of light over the road, reminding him that time was passing. But she was still with him. For now.


    He’d been thinking he’d ask if she was interested in staying in contact, but if that whole “coulda been a lawyer” and “in debt to your parents because you’re a motorcycle-building dreamer” thing was going to stand there between them, it would be better to just forget it.


    He’d been down that road, although seeing Rachel and Kellie in the same room tonight drove home the point that he hadn’t lost a thing when his ex had left him.


    The Masquerade came into view, and Kellie loosened her hold on Quinn’s waist.


    He missed her embrace.


    What would happen now? Was their time together over? He didn’t want it to be. He didn’t want to watch her wander off into the hotel and out of his life.


    They pulled into the parking garage and rolled into the space designated for bikes. Kellie dismounted behind him like an old pro, taking off her helmet and shaking out her long brown hair.


    She looked like she belonged on the back of his bike, even in her conservative skirt and top.


    Now she’d give him the big heave-ho. He should probably scoot before she did, but he couldn’t bring himself to go. Not until she told him to.


    He had to speak before she could say good-bye. “So…you want to get a drink or something?”


    “I…I guess so.”


    “Is something wrong?”


    “I don’t know. No. Maybe.” She shook her head. “Let’s go get a drink.”


    They settled into the sushi bar where they’d met her friends just forty-eight hours before, at a small table next to a big group of women who were talking about sumo wrestlers being smaller than they expected. It was a testament to the fact that he’d been at this romance convention long enough that he wondered if they were discussing body mass or penis length. He decided he didn’t want to know and focused on Kellie and her unreadable expression.


    He decided to start. “Sorry about all of that. I didn’t expect my family to go full-on drama for you today,” he said, as soon as the waiter had their drink orders. “I thought taking you with me might keep them on good behavior—that wasn’t fair to you.”


    She stared at him blankly for a minute, then began to laugh.


    “What’s so funny?”


    “I was trying to find the right words to apologize for going all psycho nutjob on your mom.”


    Something loosened in his chest. He laughed, and it felt good. Really good. “You don’t have to apologize for that.”


    “I made everything worse. I couldn’t not say something, but I should have said it differently.”


    He hesitated, then said, “I wouldn’t want you to say anything you didn’t mean.”


    Those big green eyes widened and took him in—Quinn felt like he was stripped naked. “I meant every word. I think you’re brilliant. Seriously. If you weren’t designing and building motorcycles, the world of bikerdom would be a darker, uglier place.”


    Jesus, she believed what she was saying, and she had him convinced, too. What the hell? He’d started out this weekend determined to make the little writer give herself a chance, and here she was, working to reinforce a decision he’d already committed to.


    “If I even get this thing off the ground. It’s going to take forever before I’m financially stable.”


    “So?”


    Of course she wouldn’t care. She was leaving.


    “If things get tough, there are always fast-food jobs to fill the refrigerator.” She grinned.


    Okay. Maybe she cared, and her glass was half full. “Would you quit the bookstore if you could make it as a writer?”


    She sighed, looking across the restaurant to the lobby, where readers and authors moved back and forth, celebrating their romances. “I don’t know. The bookstore—it’s been in my family for years. My first job was there, reading to the kids in the neighborhood. As the demographics changed, it became a positive place, somewhere for kids who might not otherwise ever get to know how fun books can be. But now that the new development is pushing people aside, I feel like I can’t close up, no matter what.”


    He was struck by her passion.


    “Except…sometimes it’s exhausting. Constantly fighting with my landlord, who wants to shut me down, trying to keep enough paying business in to make rent…”


    “Doesn’t sound like that leaves you much time and energy for writing.”


    “Not so much. The writing? That’s what gives me the energy to keep the bookstore going.”


    She ran a hand through her hair. He followed up by tucking a loose strand behind her ear. She smiled at the gesture.


    “I feel like, if I sold a manuscript to a publisher, even for a tiny advance, I might have hope and keep going. If a miracle occurred, and I made some real money, I could keep Rocky, my assistant, and write more, which would keep the wheels turning. But I’m having so much trouble finishing this story…and everything else I’ve ever written is in a very sturdy file with a million nice rejection letters. I don’t think I’ve got what it takes.”


    “Maybe you’re writing the wrong stories.”


    She smiled mischievously, and the spark was back in her eye. “You’re right. I probably need to write about bisexual pirates. Or alien bikers. Or—”


    “Sheesh! What happened to boy meets girl?”


    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” She feigned horror. “That’s just—you can’t do that. You have to have a hook.”


    The waiter arrived with their drinks, and they were quiet for a minute, sipping.


    The bitter hops in his beer chased the first half of the day from his mouth and gave him a chance to think about what might come next.


    “So,” he said, taking a breath. He felt like a sophomore in high school. “What happens when you go back to Georgia?”


    Her eyes pivoted to his face, and he glimpsed—fear?—in her eyes.


    Was she interested in what he was going to suggest? Or dreading it?


    Better to just get it out there. If she said no, well then…


    “I go back to Georgia and sell kiddie books.”


    “I meant—”


    She twisted around in her seat and pointed toward the lobby. “Oh, wow! I forgot all about the masquerade ball!”


    …


    “Huh?” Quinn’s brow wrinkled.


    Kellie felt like the biggest chicken in the world, but she couldn’t think right now. He was going to suggest they keep in touch after she left Vegas, and… Maybe she should revise her self-imposed rule. Maybe Quinn was different from the guys she’d met online. She’d met him in person before getting involved, or whatever this was, so she knew who he was: a really nice, fun guy, with his own business—one that he was honest about and that he truly loved.


    But she’d been in a relationship like this one. He’d seemed like a perfectly good guy, too. When he graduated from college and moved across the country to work at his father’s firm, they planned for her to move out there after she finished school. She spent her whole senior year arranging her plans to follow him. A week before graduation, she got a “Dear Kellie” letter, leaving her hopes and dreams in the dust. Out of sight, out of mind. She told herself it was just as well. What was the point of a relationship with someone you only saw once every five years? Neither of them had the money to hop on a plane more often than that.


    So no, she wasn’t going to try that again. But darn it, there were still twenty-four hours left in her visit, and she wanted to spend them with him. The ball was the perfect excuse.


    “Hey, do you want to stick around and go to this masquerade ball thing with me? I wasn’t going to go, but—”


    He paused. “A masquerade ball? Like in another costume?”


    She shrugged. “It doesn’t have to be fancy. I had just planned to wear the kitty-cat ears and tail that I had for last Halloween at the bookstore.”


    He smiled in what she thought was supposed to be a leer, but didn’t quite look skeevy enough. “Do you have one of those stretchy suits that sticks to every nook and cranny of your body?”


    Every nook and cranny of her body flushed with heat when his gaze raked over her. “Um, yeah.”


    “Maybe I should be a lion tamer.”


    “Oh, boy.” The mental images she got did not involve the two of them doing the Electric Slide in a crowded room of romance fans.


    He laughed. “As long as I don’t have to wear Toby’s leather pants again, I’m good.”


    A commotion at the entrance had them both looking up.


    “Oh, Kellie! Thank God you’re here.” Brae rushed the table with the finesse of an offensive lineman. Her face was white, except for the mascara tracks running down her cheeks.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “It’s Tobeeeeeeeeey,” she wailed. “We broke uuuuuuup!”


    Quinn looked like he’d eaten bad sushi. Kellie didn’t blame him, so she said, “Why don’t you go check out the costume situation in the shops. I’ll catch up with you soon?”


    …


    Quinn wandered through the casino, watching people. He didn’t have anything to wager today. Except, possibly, his heart.


    Why had it been so hard to ask a girl if he could call her? He’d already slept with her. But even though that had been an amazing physical experience, he felt like his heart was involved today. It actually mattered to him if she thought he was a good catch, even without a lucrative law career.


    “Hey, Quinn.” Toby, the heartbreaker of the hour, stood next to a roulette wheel, despondently holding a fistful of chips. “You any good at this game?”


    “No one’s good at this game,” he told the man, taking his arm and leading him away from the table. Kellie and he might have done okay yesterday, but today? No, Toby didn’t need to be playing roulette.


    “I don’t really care about winning. I don’t have anything anymore. Brae left me. Or kicked me out. Whatever.”


    “Well—” What did he expect? He’d left a party with another woman and hadn’t come home all night, as far as anyone knew. “Do you want to get a beer and tell me about it?”


    “I’m having Coke. Alcohol got me into this mess.”


    “Alcohol does that sometimes,” Quinn agreed, thinking of his mother. He flagged down a passing waitress and ordered them each a soda, and found them a couple of seats next to slot machines.


    “I got shanghaied last night.”


    Quinn paused in the middle of putting a quarter into the slot. “How so?”


    “I honestly thought we were going to talk business.” Toby’s big blue eyes were as innocent as a lamb’s when he said, “Joyce Rodgers told me she wanted to talk to me about a Web series she’s starting up. About hiring Brae as the head writer and me as the star. I was going to surprise Brae, but instead…” He shook his head.


    “What happened?” Quinn found himself dying to know. Something about the way Toby looked had him convinced the guy had a legitimate story to tell. Of course, he was an actor.


    “She wanted me to come to her suite because she had some sample scripts there. And when I got to her room, she tried to kiss me. I wanted to be nice, to remind her that I was engaged, but before I knew it”—he shook his head—“she unbuttoned my pants and grabbed me.”


    “Ugh.” Quinn pictured the dragon lady from dinner last night.


    “I know. I should have left before it got to that point, but I still thought I could rescue the situation.”


    Could the guy really be this naive? Because he didn’t seem like that good of an actor.


    Toby shuddered. “Fortunately, she passed out and I left before I had to fight her off. But then I felt so weird about what happened that I came down here and played blackjack all night. And now Brae doesn’t believe what happened. She thinks Joyce had her wicked way with me, decided I wasn’t what she was looking for, and cut me loose, so I came back to Brae. When it’s the complete opposite. Brae’s the love of my life.”


    “How were you not suspicious when she asked you to her room? Doesn’t sleazy stuff like that happen in Hollyweird all the time?”


    “I guess so, but…” He blushed. “I got my start on the Disney Channel. My mom handled my career. When I moved on to series TV and other adult stuff, it just made sense that she keep managing my career. I never had to deal with anyone like that. But when I met Brae, I kind of fired my mom. Told her I needed to do things on my own.”


    “Oops.”


    “Yeah. It made Mother’s Day a little awkward.”


    They sat for a minute, staring into their drinks.


    “How am I gonna get her back?”


    Quinn barked out a laugh. “Buddy, I have no idea.”


    Toby laughed, too, but it was bitter. There was more soda-bubble gazing, and then he spoke again. “Here’s the real messed-up thing. I signed a contract to act in the first season of webisodes just to get Brae the writing gig—and now she won’t have anything to do with me, or with Joyce’s project.”


    “Dude.” Quinn shook his head, then said, “I know someone who can take a look, see if you can back out of the contract.”


    “Really? That would be great. Thanks. The career hoops we jump through just to keep women happy, huh?”


    Not him. He’d found one who didn’t seem to mind that his prospects were less than reliable. Except she didn’t seem interested in pursuing things after this weekend.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    It took a hot fudge sundae and a jumbo frozen margarita for Brae to get the whole story out. She was devastated, because she thought she was responsible for Toby’s downfall as a real-life specimen of hero-osity.


    “Let me get this straight. You’re not upset because you think he cheated on you. You’re upset because he tried to cheat on you and failed?” Kellie was a little dizzy—and she’d limited herself to a virgin margarita and some cheese sticks.


    “I’m upset because I’m not worthy of him,” Brae admitted. “I’m just not that good of a writer.”


    “You’re certainly good enough to get a movie made from your book. And you’re a good enough human that a good man did something really stupid to please you.”


    “That’s a great point!” She brightened. “You are such an awesome friend to me. I need you so much in my life. As a matter of fact, I need a personal assistant. It’s a part-time job, only about twenty hours a week, to do promo and administrative stuff. If you took the job, you’d have time to double down on your own writing and sell that ridiculous bookstore.”


    Kellie’s mind stuttered to a halt. “Oh, gee, that sounds—I’m not sure I could afford to quit my job.” Or that she would ever possibly trade bringing the Very Hungry Caterpillar alive for preschoolers for the opportunity to order promo buttons for Lustful Lovers.


    Her friend thought a minute, and then named a figure, which wasn’t terrible. “It’s got to be more than you’re making now. And you could live in the mother-in-law apartment in the house we just bought. My own mother-in-law will never, ever be staying there.”


    Chewing her lip, Kellie toyed with her straw. If the bookstore went under anyway—which was a very real possibility—this chance might never come around again. But still…


    “Just think about it. You can answer me later. I may not have a house to live in if we can’t get Toby out of this ridiculous contract with Joyce Rodgers. I can’t believe he did that. And for me!”


    “Isn’t there some kind of three-day take-backsies thingy on contracts?” Kellie asked.


    “Hmm. I think that’s the lemon law, for cars. I don’t think it applies to buying people.”


    “I know someone we can ask.”


    “Really? You have a lawyer in your pocket?”


    “As a matter of fact, I kind of do.”


    “Really? What, your biker’s been in jail enough that he’s got his attorney on speed dial?”


    “No.” She hoped she wouldn’t be breaking a trust by sharing this information, even if he wasn’t using it. “Quinn has a very nice law degree of his own. From Harvard.”


    Brae looked over Kellie’s shoulder then and smiled. “Well, isn’t that convenient? A lawyer! Looks like you’ve snagged yourself a keeper after all, haven’t you?”


    Kellie turned quickly enough to see the hurt in Quinn’s eyes before he masked it with indifference. Crap.


    “Hey,” he said, not meeting her gaze. To her friend, Quinn said, “There’s a very sad clown in the casino about to throw away a few thousand bucks on some long odds. You might want to hop in there and see if you can stop him.”


    Then he turned on his heel and walked away, in the direction of the elevators.


    …


    Quinn really didn’t care if Kellie outed him as “more” than a biker, but…yeah, he kind of did. Because he found that he cared a lot about what she thought of him, even though she wasn’t quite ready to talk about anything after this weekend.


    She grabbed his arm as he pushed the button for the elevator, her cool fingers sending a wave of electricity over his skin. “Whoa, Quinn. I’m sorry if I shouldn’t have told Brae about the lawyer thing. I wasn’t trying to give your services away or anything. I was just telling her that you might have some suggestions for the mess Toby’s in.”


    “I already talked to him about getting some legal advice,” he admitted.


    Her smile lit up the elevator car. “So you’re not mad at me?”


    And suddenly, he realized that he had to convince her to stay in touch. That it did matter to him what she thought of him, because she mattered to him. And not just because she was the first woman in ages who saw more than one side of him.


    “I don’t know,” he said, pulling a pair of gold lamé pants and a plastic bullwhip from the bag he carried. “If I’m going to be a lion tamer, I probably need to practice disciplining my…uh, lioness.”


    “Were you going to say pussycat?’” she asked, as the elevator chimed for their floor.


    “Uh…” He felt himself flush. “It came across my mental vocabulary list and I tried to ignore it, but it got stuck for a second.”


    She led the way down the hall. “Well, Mr. Lion Tamer, you’ve got to start small before you move on to the big cats.”


    He barely caught up to her before she was in the room, shutting herself into the bathroom by the time he made it all the way in.


    “You get dressed out there. I’ll get ready in here,” she called.


    Shaking his head and laughing, he threw his shopping bag on the bed and unbuttoned his khakis. He dropped them and grabbed the gold pants.


    Jesus. If possible, these were worse than what he’d worn last night. At least that had been leather, for crying out loud. A nice rough-and-ready fabric, even if it had been ball-strangling.


    He pulled up the Vegas-tastic stretchy gold “pants” he’d been sold and looked down. Well, the guys had plenty of freedom to move tonight. And this shiny crap was going to move right along with them. Please, gods of all things kind and generous, don’t let anyone from the media photograph me and my man parts tonight, because this shit leaves nothing to the imagination.


    A week ago, Quinn would have never imagined he’d be dressing up like he was from…Vegas…and running around a hotel full of bisexual pirate wereparrots and eating sushi with the hottest bookseller in the country. But damned if he wasn’t ready to keep doing it. Somehow. If only she’d agree to continue this past this weekend.


    “Hey, Kellie. I was thinking. Maybe when you—”


    He didn’t get to finish his suggestion because the bathroom door opened.


    Every thought of the future went out of his mind, because the present just about blew his mind. “Damn, woman. Are you trying to kill me?”


    Kellie twirled, and her hair flew out in an arc behind her. She had, indeed, put on a catsuit thing. But she’d left out the underwear. At least the bra part.


    “Is this too slutty?” she asked, cupping her generous breasts. “I feel like I’m flopping around like a couple of…well, I don’t know what, but—”


    He was next to her in two steps, moving her hands and replacing them with his own. “Darlin’, you’re perfect.” He tested the weight of her in his palms, and her nipples peaked.


    “Oh.” It was half sigh, half gasp, and it send a thrill down his spine, straight to his dick.


    Stroking each breast, he leaned forward and kissed her partially open mouth.


    She welcomed him, let his tongue slide across her lips, meeting him and tasting him right back. Her teeth nipped his bottom lip, and he groaned. He wanted her mouth on every part of him, but not as much as he wanted his mouth on her.


    Sitting on the chair at the desk, he pulled her toward him so that she stood between his legs. He tugged at the front of her bodysuit, wanting to lick his way down her chest, to pull those nipples into his mouth while he squeezed—


    “Oh, no you don’t.” She laughed, pulling his hands away from her neckline. “I spent too much energy getting into this thing once already tonight. I’m not taking it off now.”


    “Aw, babe, you’re killing me,” he groaned, squeezing a breast in one hand and pulling her closer to him so he could nuzzle her.


    She put her hands on his head, digging her fingers into his scalp, pulling him back from her as she dropped to her knees in front of him. “No wet spots on me, either.”


    “Hey, who’s the guy with the whip here?”


    She grinned up at him, sitting back on her heels. “Well, Master, you might have the whip and the chair, but I think I’m in control.” And with that, she slid her hands up his thighs, meeting in the middle, right over his straining erection.


    “Oh, Christ,” he muttered, unable to do anything but hold on to the sides of the chair and watch her slowly unbutton and unzip his pants. His chest heaved, breath stuttering in and out while she freed his swollen cock, stroking him slowly from root to tip.


    Had anything ever felt so amazing as her hands? Smooth and firm, she touched him, reaching one hand to cradle his balls as arousal sent his head rocking back.


    Her lips closing over him answered his earlier—rhetorical—pondering, and the hot wet slide of her lips and tongue had him immediately ready to explode. Her head moved down as she drew him deeper and then back while she released him slowly, sucking and tonguing him.


    “That might not be a good idea,” he managed to get out, although his body begged him to plead with her to keep going. “I’m going to come in about— Oh, fuck!—ten seconds—”


    But she just looked up at him, a smile in her eyes, and kept going.


    True to his word, his body began to tense, thighs quivering, balls drawing up tight, and he put his hands on her head and held her hair while he arched, and with one last thrust, shot into her throat.


    She gripped his thighs while he pulsed for what seemed like minutes, and she greedily continued to suck until he had to push her away.


    Sitting back, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, staring at him with big wide eyes and swollen lips. “Was that okay?”


    If he hadn’t been so completely drained of muscle tone, he would have laughed. As it was, the best he could do was squeak out an “Uh-huh.”


    She shot him a mysterious, self-satisfied smile and leaned forward to push herself up with her hands on his knees. “We should probably go—”


    “Wait.” He pulled her down onto his lap, heedless of his now-soft penis lying vulnerably exposed under her hip. “You’re amazing,” he told her, meaning it. He drew her face down to him, needing to kiss her, to make sure she knew how…“grateful” didn’t seem like the right word, but he needed her to know…something.


    Staring into his eyes, she pressed her lips to his in a long, sweet kiss that had his heart thumping double time. After a moment, she pulled away, standing. “Come on, Siegfried. Put Roy back in your pants and let’s go to the party.”

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    The masquerade ball must have been hitting its stride when they left the hotel room. On the elevator down, Kellie was saved from avoiding any more long-distance affair suggestions by the Wicked Witch of the West, Glenda the Good Witch, and a tube of Crest toothpaste.


    “Oh, did they find the lion?” Crest asked them from beneath her pleated lampshade hat. She eyed Quinn like she’d like to cage him.


    Kellie didn’t blame her. He was really freaking hot in those shiny pants and the vest with no shirt. And carrying that whip just made him appear dangerous. But still… “I’m the lioness.”


    “That’s not what I meant,” the toothpaste said, but they were separated when Scarlett O’Hara got on at the next floor, and Kellie didn’t get to find out what lion was missing, or who had lost him.


    The giant hoop skirt took up the majority of the floor space, and Kellie was squashed against Quinn in a back corner. Not an unpleasant place to be, actually.


    One of his hands pulled her closer, and all of her soft parts molded against his hard ones. One of his parts nudged her in a particularly delightful way. “Hey, is that a whip handle?” she murmured against his chest.


    “I’m just glad to see you,” he whispered back, moving the handle just enough to make her jump.


    Omigod. She hissed, “Stop it! We’re going to have a wardrobe malfunction if you’re not careful.”


    Through the mirror on the wall, Kellie saw Scarlett turn her head and open her eyes wide at them. She just smiled, doing her best Mona Lisa. Get your own Rhett Butler.


    The handle wiggled again. Kellie locked her knees to keep from turning into a puddle of kitty jelly.


    The elevator door pinged open and the crowd spilled out toward the party.


    Kellie looked at Quinn for a long moment, thinking about staying on the elevator and heading back up. Without the whip handle.


    He waggled his eyebrows.


    She was going to miss him so much. She reached out and grabbed the door before it shut on them. The longer they stayed in public, the longer she could put off refusing anything between them after this weekend. Heck, her heart was already broken just thinking about leaving.


    “What’s wrong?” He slid his arm around her as they walked toward the ballroom.


    “Nothing.”


    “Hmph.”


    “I guess I’m a little tired.” That was good. Maybe he’d buy that she was exhausted, and she could tell him good-night without actually saying good-bye later. Just…yawn and hand him his clothes to take home.


    “We’re just going to have to wake you up,” he told her. “I think this is probably going to do it.”


    Holy hot potatoes. The joint was jumping. And slithering. And spinning and shaking and rolling around on the floor. They stood together at the entrance, watching a dance floor filled with every conceivable animal, fictional character, inanimate object, and historical figure imaginable. All dancing.


    “Well, come on, lioness. Let’s go shake our moneymakers.”


    She held back when he tried to lead her into the room, and considered going back to the room. The ballroom was crowded, and loud, and full of romance readers and writers. For some reason, that banged around in her heart like a hot matzo ball. If she went in there, she’d be attending her last conference event, ever. Which made her inexorably sad. After this, she was returning home to her little bookstore, to live her little life, and to be happy. Happy, right? That would make her happy. Having her bookstore, filling those kids with words and imagination…


    “What?” Quinn wore a puzzled smile. “Don’t you want to dance?”


    His question was so shocking to her that she popped right out of her self-reflective wallowing. “Wait. You want to dance?”


    “Don’t you?”


    “Well…I just…it never occurred to me that your big, burly, motorcycle-riding badness hid the heart of a disco king.”


    “I keep that part of me more hidden than the law degree. But hey. I’m wearing gold spandex pants and carrying a whip. What’s the worst thing that can happen? Someone will laugh at me?”


    Whomp. Fwap. Splat. The matzo ball exploded.


    “What’s wrong now?”


    Well, I just lost my heart to you. “Nothing, John Travolta. Let’s dance.”


    …


    Kellie was, possibly, an even worse dancer than he was. Quinn caught her in his arms as she twirled into him in some sort of jitterbug/nae nae combination that nearly decapitated him each time she tried it. But the danger was worthwhile every time she twisted back out and did the rest of her “moves.” Because she bounced and jiggled and had an awesome fucking time.


    Once, between songs, he managed to get her to the bar for a couple of Cokes. “You having fun?”


    “This is great!” Face shining, she glanced at him and then back at the dancers.


    For some reason, he felt like they were back at phase one of Getting to Know You. Awkward and stilted. Fearless lion tamer that he was, Quinn forged ahead. “I was thinking. Maybe when—”


    The next song started, and Kellie grabbed his hand and dragged him toward the music booth. “I want to make a request.”


    “Okay…”


    She grabbed a slip of paper from the “request” basket and wrote “Hank Williams Jr.” on it. She grinned at Quinn and shoved it at the DJ. “You might know your seventies junk, but you need to learn a little about country.”


    “What? No.” He grabbed his own slip and wrote “Earth, Wind & Fire.”


    Kellie rolled her eyes at him.


    The disc jockey held a slip of paper in each hand, staring back and forth at them, and then at Kellie and Quinn.


    Finally, he raised a finger in “Aha!” and bent to search his computer for something before nodding at them in satisfaction.


    The next song started, and Quinn laughed. He leaned over Kellie and growled in her ear, just to see her shiver. “What do you think of this?”


    The first few lines of “Dub That 2Step ” filled the air.


    Kellie grinned. “No thinking, just dancing!”


    Finally, finally, the DJ said, “Everybody grab a partner. It’s time to slow things down a little.” The cheesiest, sappiest ballad from the eighties began to play. Quinn could have kissed the man, except he was too busy pulling Kellie against him.


    She wrapped her arms around his neck and swayed, turning slowly with him to the music. He held her, hands on her hips—okay, maybe closer to her butt—and savored the feel of her body. He didn’t think he’d ever get tired of the way her lush curves filled his palms. He squeezed a little, just to make sure.


    “Hey! We’re in public here,” she protested.


    He looked around. No one paid them any attention, but he was all for moving this dance somewhere more private. “You wanna go upstairs?”


    She caught her breath, staring up at him, big green eyes unfathomable. One corner of her bottom lip was caught between her teeth, and he leaned down to kiss her there, tugging the lip free with his own teeth.


    “What are you thinking about?” he asked.


    A million feelings chased across her face, and he was too much of a guy to put a name to any of them. Not that he couldn’t, he was just afraid to.


    “I’m actually really tired,” she finally said.


    For some reason, he didn’t think “really tired” was a fancy author metaphor for “really anxious to get upstairs and do you until neither of us can walk,” even though she’d just been gyrating like a Beyoncé backup dancer on meth—when she hadn’t been doing the cat in heat routine.


    “Okay…”


    She stared across the room, where Cinderella chased a miniature sumo wrestler across the floor. “So, yeah. I know your clothes are upstairs, so maybe we should go get them, and…”


    Wow. This was it, huh? She was just going to ditch him after the ball? Maybe he wasn’t the lion tamer after all, but the coachman about to turn back into a mouse? He shook his head. Too much romance convention—he was starting to think in literary devices. Best to revert to Biker Quinn. “Fine, babe. Let’s go get my stuff, I’ll get out of your hair.”


    After an interminable elevator ride, she silently scanned her key card and opened the door. Her suitcase lay on the floor, half filled with clothes. She kicked it as she led the way inside.


    “What was that for?”


    “I just…like I said, I’m tired.”


    “Really?” Quinn stopped by the door, and she turned to look at him there. He didn’t know exactly what was going on with her, but he didn’t think it was anything good. She was going to tell him good-bye, and he’d walk out of her life forever. And he didn’t want that. So he decided to call her on what he hoped was her bullshit. “I think you’re bummed that you have to leave tomorrow and you’re taking it out on your poor suitcase.”


    She didn’t look at him when she said, “Actually, I’m pretty anxious to get back to my life.”


    “Really?” He tilted his head, trying to get a bead on her.


    “Yeah. This”—she waved around the room, then at him—“this has been amazing, but I know it’s just fantasy. I’m a bookseller in Smyrna Springs, Georgia. I don’t hook up with sexy bikers and have hot sex and—”


    “Stop.” Quinn moved, taking Kellie with him, pushing her against the wall, pressing his body into hers. He felt her breasts against him with each breath she took, and he watched her heartbeat flutter in her throat.


    She stared up at him, wide-eyed, trusting, lips slightly parted. Waiting.


    “This has been the most real thing I’ve felt in a long, long time. Maybe forever. You—you and your crazy romantic world—you make me feel things I never thought I’d feel—and I’m saying shit I never thought I’d say.”


    She shook her head. “But it’s not real. I’m leaving tomorrow. You’ll call me a few times, then get busy, meet someone more interesting, and forget about me. This can’t be real.”


    “Fuck if it’s not.”


    …


    Quinn was every ounce the vengeful biker god that she’d met a few days ago. But now she knew him to be so much more. Good sport, supportive friend, hurt child, hard worker, caring lover…


    Big, strong, intimidating—and threatening to shred her heart. She didn’t fear his anger—he was hurt because she was trying to reject him and not because she’d turned him down for sex. And that made it that much worse.


    She didn’t have time to catch her breath before Quinn’s mouth covered hers. He nipped at her lips, then pressed his tongue between her teeth where it tangled with her own, slipping through her mouth.


    Before she had adjusted to the rhythm of his kiss he moved on and trailed his lips over her cheek to her ear and along her neck, kissing, sucking nibbles down the side of her throat to her shoulder.


    He ran his hands along her sides, up to cup her breasts, which swelled to meet him. When he pinched one nipple through her catsuit, she cried out with arousal that was half pleasure and half pain.


    His shoulders were hard and tight under her hands as she wrapped one leg around his, trying to press her lower body closer to his, needing to feel him. He was hard against her, his cock straining between the fabric of his pants and her leotard.


    He shoved one hand between her back and the wall, reaching behind her, ripping at the nylon between her legs as she fought with his belt buckle, unfastening the leather and metal as fast as her fingers allowed.


    She felt a snap and heard a curse. Cool air soothed the hot flesh between her legs before his fingers slid between her legs, forward, slipping into her slick folds. The need to feel him inside her was all-consuming. His shuddering breath told her he felt the same way.


    Finally she had him free, was shoving his waistband down, rising on her toes, trying to—


    With a quick motion, she was lifted in his big hands, and she wrapped both legs around his waist, arching and moving so that he could enter her.


    The first couple of inches slid inside and felt like heaven, like—


    “Condom!” He froze—they both froze—midstroke. That is, everything but their complementary parts stopped moving. His penis pulsed, enough that neither one of them dared to twitch.


    Until the side of his mouth rose, just a hair.


    And she snuffed out a mini laugh.


    “Kellie…” he warned, finding a free hand to smack her on the butt.


    The sting from the slap, surprisingly, made it all feel even hotter. She’d have to think about that later, when she could actually think. “We’ve got to stop—”


    “One, two…”


    On three, their bodies parted and her feet hit the ground. She sprinted for the toiletry bag on the desk and leaned over to grab a foil packet from the pouch. Quinn skidded into her backside, stopping short of impaling her.


    She looked up into the mirror and saw him staring down at her, a hand on each hip, his cheeks flushed. Without a word she reached back and handed him the condom.


    Holding her gaze in the mirror, he tore the package open, and stroked himself before he rolled on protection.


    Kellie’s knees weakened at the sight of him touching himself like that. She wanted to turn and take him in her own hands, get him to show her exactly how to do what he liked, but then his hands were back on her, tearing her catsuit even further. With a tilt of hips, he pushed forward, sliding into her from behind, stretching her in a way that sent tingles through her entire body.


    “Can you see?” Quinn murmured. “You need to see what I see.” He angled her so that she was holding on to the side of the desk, but still in front of the mirror, staring at the way their bodies moved together. She tried not to think about how she’d never get to see this again, never get to feel this—oh, God, this—again.


    He began to thrust. Slowly, painstakingly, the ache inside her built. Then he picked up the pace.


    “This is us. You and me. This is real, baby. This is me fucking you silly. If I’m making you feel half of what I feel, then it’s real.”


    He took one of her hands and moved it under her.


    “Touch yourself, make yourself come around me.”


    One of his hands rose to caress her breast, alternately caressing and squeezing. Her fingers slid over her clit, finding a rhythm, stroking a tension that built with his thrusts, rising and tightening, and heating her body from scalp to toes.


    “God, Quinn, I can’t, I have to, I—” She didn’t know what she needed. She was close, so close. Afraid to go over, afraid not to.


    “Come on, baby. You’re the wordsmith. Tell me.” He panted and thrust as he touched her, stroked her, made her whole body shake.


    But she couldn’t say it, couldn’t tell him what she felt, because then she’d never be able to take the words back. If she said, “I’m falling for you. I’m going to miss you so much,” it would be true. And real.


    Quinn began to mutter… “Tell me you don’t love this, don’t love what I’m doing…”


    And Kellie’s brain began to shut down as her reflexes took over, as an orgasm swamped every nerve ending with white-hot light.


    Quinn gasped, his own pace stuttering, but kept up his dialogue. “Tell me you don’t love it, don’t need this as bad as I do, that this isn’t everything to you…that you’re going to leave me and never look back.”


    There was something in there that Kellie should pay attention to, but then he groaned and began to fuck into her hard, fast, causing another orgasm, impossibly stronger than the last one to wring every bit of sense out of her until he, too, stilled, sagging over her back, supporting himself on shaking arms surrounding hers on the dresser.


    There was silence, except for heavy breathing, which took a long time to slow down.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Quinn pulled Kellie into his arms when he collapsed backward in the vicinity of the bed. Mercifully, he landed them on the mattress—but it didn’t really matter; she was with him.


    He laughed.


    “What’s so funny?” She snuggled against him, pulling the bedspread over their cooling bodies.


    “Just laughing at myself,” he said.


    “Come on, spill.”


    “Well, I started off this weekend with a mission—to convince you to give your writing dreams a chance.”


    “How noble of you.” Her dry tone was belied by the little wiggle she gave against his side.


    “Yeah. I had no intention of trying to convince you to give me a chance. I think I got sidetracked.”


    She stiffened, silent now.


    Damn. He’d chased her back into her cave. Best try to stay on safer ground for now. “So are you going to keep writing?”


    She relaxed fractionally. “I don’t know.”


    Ah, hell. “What? Why? You love this.”


    She sighed. “I do, but I just can’t let it be more than a hobby. I can’t afford to take that chance. Even with Brae’s job offer—”


    “What job offer?”


    “She wants me to work as her personal assistant. She says she’ll pay me a living wage, provide room and board, and give me plenty of time to write, but I can’t leave the shop.”


    He felt his mission slipping away from him. She was giving up on herself. He rolled to his side and pinned her with his gaze. “You can’t give up on this. You’ve got to take a chance. Take some risk.”


    She sat up, clutching the blanket. “My whole life is a risk. I run a financially failing bookstore that half the neighborhood hates and the landlord wants closed. I have an assistant I can’t afford.”


    “So close it down. Take Brae’s job.”


    She stared at him, horror etched across her features, and he knew he’d screwed the pooch. “If I left the shop, the kids wouldn’t have anyone to feed their imaginations. To the rest of the world, they’re already statistics waiting for their numbers to come up. If I close the store, they have one less reason to want an education.”


    If she said anything after that, Quinn didn’t hear her. He understood what she was saying. He felt the same way about Quinn’s Customs. It wasn’t just about the shop, about the bikes, but about the guys. They needed him. He hadn’t served in the military, but he was damned sure going to help Darryl and Darryl, his two veterans—two great guys who probably couldn’t hold a regular job—keep a job that was essential to their self-esteem.


    He stroked her hair, quiet for a few minutes, enjoying the feel of Kellie’s body against his. She made him feel so much. Good, strong, capable. Cared for. And he understood why she’d been avoiding his question about seeing each other after this weekend. It would never work, because neither of them could ever leave their soul behind. Because that’s what it would mean, for one of them to give up their business to be together. And they could pretend to try to have a part-time casual cross-country affair, but…nope. He was already head over heels.


    Rising, he fastened his pants and turned to look at Kellie, who was a beautiful, rumpled mess.


    “Quinn?”


    “I’ve got to go.”


    She nodded. “I know.”


    He couldn’t just walk out. He sat down and took her hand. Looking at her, at that silky brown hair, her gorgeous green eyes, and that creamy skin, the woman with the big sense of humor and bigger heart, he knew he wasn’t walking away from this without some scars.


    “I had a great time pretending to be your boyfriend this weekend, babe. I dunno if you’ll be leaving everything that happened in Vegas here or not, but I’m sure glad I got to be part of it.”


    With that, he kissed her soft lips, trying not to linger, but ultimately pulled away. As he got to the door, he heard her say, “Don’t go yet…” but he had to get out of there before he stayed and begged her not to leave, or asked her to take him and his fucking law degree with her.


    The door opened behind him as he got to the elevators, but he didn’t look back, and she didn’t call out again. Fortunately, he didn’t have long to wait before the doors opened.


    Toby and Brae came out, wrapped in each other’s arms and as in love and happy as ever they could be.


    “Hey, buddy,” Quinn said, pulling his wallet from his pocket and extracting a card. “I forgot to give this to you. It’s my brother’s card. He’s a lawyer and can probably take a look at that contract if you want to get out of that deal. See if he can find you any loopholes.”


    “I thought you were a lawyer,” Brae said, giving Quinn the evil eye, the only way best friends can do.


    “Nope. Just a bike mechanic,” he said, waving as the elevator doors slid shut on him, leaving his heart behind.


    …


    No way.


    Call her crazy, but Kellie’s mind changed the instant that door closed behind Quinn. “No fucking way,” she said. She’d just broken her no-cussing rule and there’d been no one there to hear it.


    So she cussed again. “Hell no!” No way was she letting him go without taking her phone number, email address, and Twitter handle with him. It might make her miserable at some point down the road, but she had to give it a try. He was so completely worth it.


    She pulled off the rest of her shredded costume. Forgoing panties, she dragged a pair of jeans up her legs and over her bare butt, threw on a sweatshirt, and shoved on a pair of flip-flops. She grabbed her key card before she ran to the elevator, ignoring Brae and Toby when they called out to her.


    Quinn couldn’t walk out on her. He’d made her cuss, for God’s sake.


    On the way to the lobby, she went over everything that had happened in the past hour. She’d known he was going to suggest a long-distance relationship for hours. And she’d avoided that conversation for hours. She’d been down that road before, gotten the T-shirt, had it shrink and shred on her, sent it to Goodwill.


    But then there had been dancing. And sex. Not just sex. Mind-blowing, earth-shattering, making-love type sex—if she wasn’t mistaken. It felt like that to her, even as it had been as fast and dirty as she’d ever experienced. God, he’d talked to her all the way through it.


    But then they’d talked about her life back in Georgia. Her beloved bookstore. The reason she couldn’t let it go. She couldn’t have a writing career—and still keep the business afloat. Maybe in her spare time she’d write sweet—or even filthy dirty—little romances to entertain herself. But she couldn’t spend the time and energy it would take to market herself.


    And she sure couldn’t have a romance hero boyfriend. Not an imaginary time-traveling Greek god, or a real-life artist biker rebel.


    So when the elevator doors finally slid open on a lobby, Kellie halfheartedly made her way to the front doors. She reached the inside of the double glass doors just in time to hear the roar of a motorcycle engine over the convention crowd behind her. She saw Quinn ride into the night, through her own pathetic reflection, and waved, even though she knew he didn’t see her.


    She went back upstairs and approached her hotel room door. Alone. Not quite ready to face the rumpled, Quinn-scented sheets, she dug her key card out, anyway.


    “Kellie!”


    Brae and Toby stuck their heads out of their room, like nonidentical conjoined twins, as though their past day’s drama had never happened.


    “What happened with Quinn?” Brae asked, her blue eyes wide and sympathetic.


    “He’s gone. I guess…I guess it just wasn’t our time.”


    From the corner of her eye, Kellie saw Toby take out his phone and fade back. Chicken.


    “Oh, I’m so sorry. He had so much…potential. But if he’s determined to be a motorcycle repairman and not a lawyer, I supposed you’re better off without him. It’s just too risky to be with someone like that, no matter how sexy he is. Or heck…maybe because of how sexy he is.”


    Huh?


    Kellie tooked at Toby, with his blond, all-American, prep-school good looks. He didn’t really do it for Kellie, but certainly a large segment of the female population liked him, or he wouldn’t be Mr. Lustful Lover.


    “Toby’s different,” Brae said, waving in his direction. “We’re different. You’d be worried about Quinn all the time if you were with him. I mean, who wouldn’t? Rhonda Responsible and a big bad biker?”


    Kellie just stared. Is that how Brae thought of her? Rhonda Responsible?


    “So anyway, it’s just as well. Now you have one less barrier to coming to work for me, right? What do you say?”


    “I—”


    “Oh, we’re going to have so much fun. You’ll love it… You’ll only have to beta read and edit stuff for me half the day, then after you take care of all of my correspondence, you’re free to do whatever writey stuff you want to play with.” She started to list the projects she wanted to work on, but Kellie was done.


    She straightened to her full five two, flip-flop soles included.


    Her friend wound down, realizing that Kellie wasn’t with her.


    “No.”


    “What?” Brae’s eyes clouded, and Kellie glimpsed the lonely girl she’d befriended all those years ago. “What do you mean, ‘no’? Why not?”


    Kellie took a breath. Let it out. “I mean, no. I’m your friend, Brae, and I love you to death. But I’m not going to come and work for you. I’m not going to help you write your books. I wrote so much of the last one that I put my own work on a back burner, and I’m not going to do that again.”


    “I thought you loved working on Lustful Lovers.”


    “I did. But it’s your book—that I rewrote and rewrote for you until it was readable.” Kellie couldn’t believe that had come out of her mouth. But honestly, it felt pretty good.


    Brae stomped her foot, squishing any hope Kellie had that the diva she’d become would let her former self—the best friend—survive. “You probably spent so much time on it because your own ideas aren’t good enough to hold your attention, much less an agent or editor’s.”


    Kellie gasped, but then…maybe Brae was right. Probably, she was right. She was the one with the big book and movie deal, wasn’t she?


    “Thanks. You know what? I came here to decide if I was done with romance, and I think I’ve made up my mind. I wish you the best of luck, though.”


    Brae gaped.


    “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to pack.” She turned and let herself into her room with as much dignity as she could muster, ignoring the “Kellieeeeee…” that followed her inside.


    Forty minutes later, she shoved her stuff into the back of the little car she’d rented and headed for the airport.


    She got through security before she remembered that her flight wasn’t for another eight hours. Crap. She really needed to keep her mind occupied, because she was having fantasies of Quinn climbing over the heads of other travelers to get to her so he could tell her he loved her.


    Neither the free books she’d picked up at the conference nor her own work-in-progress interested her. She tried to watch the news in the little restaurant and bar near her gate, but couldn’t focus.


    Instead she picked up a notebook.


    Maybe she’d start a to-do list. But all she could think about was putting “Get over Quinn” at the top of page one. Especially since he didn’t seem to be busting through airport security to convince her to stay in touch with him.


    Idiot. She was an idiot. Get over him.


    What was there to get over? He’d been in her life for all of three days Somehow, though, they’d been the most significant hours of her life. She thought of meeting him, the instant attraction she’d felt—beyond thinking that she recognized him as her Zeus. How he’d been so interested in talking to her about her authorial aspirations. He hadn’t laughed at her or given her some canned thing like, “Wow, that’s really great, you should do it just to say you’ve done it, you know?”


    The way he’d looked into her eyes as he came, when he spoke to her, told her how he felt.


    A tear splashed onto the page, smearing the ink. She’d written his name there. Complete with little broken-heart arrows.


    Maybe the best thing to do would be to just write about what happened with Quinn. That would help purge him from her system, and she could get home and start fresh and ready to take on all the stuck-up jerks of Smyrna Springs.


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Quinn tweaked the outline of the computer-generated gas tank again, trying to make it look more like a peach. When it morphed into a grapefruit instead, he gave up and closed the program. He didn’t need to design a girlie bike anyway. Especially not one with a Georgia theme—he would never be able to let anyone but Kellie ride it, and that would never happen because she was gone for good.


    Unfortunately, Betty was in perfect shape now for the show, and he had no reason to go into the workshop and get his hands dirty, which would at least keep his brain partially occupied. Instead, he clicked the bookkeeping software he used and opened a folder he’d been ignoring.


    “Quinn, you’re driving everyone fucking nuts here, man.” Darryl A. stood in the office doorway, enormous arms crossed over his chest, glaring.


    “I’m sitting here trying to pay bills, and we actually have money to do that this month. How can I possibly be bothering anyone in my own shop?” he growled.


    “Well, first of all, Betty has been getting some serious buzz since the Bike Fest advance catalog came online, and you haven’t smiled once.”


    Was that true? He tried to smile now, but it felt weird, so he quit. “Well, I am really happy, man. But you and Darryl deserve most of the credit. You’re the ones who put in the hours to get her in shape in time.”


    “And that’s another thing.”


    “What?”


    “You haven’t left the shop except to go home and sleep and shower in a month. At least we think you shower. The sleeping part is debatable, because you look like shit.”


    “Yeah, stinky, sad, fly-covered shit,” Darryl B. said, walking through, wiping his hands on a dirty rag.


    “Shut the fuck up, B.,” Darryl A. said, giving his buddy a playful whack on the back of the head.


    “Hey! You dent my steel plate, you’re gonna owe me a new one,” he complained, rubbing. But Darryl B. stopped, and his normally faraway expression focused on Quinn. “You miss that girl, don’t you, buddy?”


    “Huh? No.” Kellie? He hardly thought about her. “Who’re you talkin’ about?”


    “Awful quick to deny missing someone you’re not sure who we’re talkin’ about,” Darryl A. said.


    While Quinn sorted through the logic of that statement, the door beeped, admitting a customer to the outer office.


    Darryl B. disappeared to see who it was. Quinn heard a female, and started to stand before he caught himself. He only did that every time he heard a woman’s voice in the outer room.


    Darryl A. wasn’t done with him. “You’re an absolute mess, my man. Call the girl. Or get on a plane. Georgia doesn’t require a passport.” The mechanic started to leave, but stopped when he looked into the showroom. “Uh, Quinn…”


    He backed up to let Darryl B. through, followed by…Quinn’s mother.


    “Mom?”


    “Hello, sweetheart,” she said, dragging her hand over the motorcycle magazines that were stacked on a stool. He expected her to inspect her invisible white glove for dust, but she just smiled at him.


    The guys beat a hasty retreat as soon as they could get through the door, and he was left alone with his mother. The air reeked of discomfort, but not, surprisingly, whiskey fumes.


    “What brings you here?” he asked, wary.


    “I came to see your…work.” She looked around the office, raising an eyebrow at a calendar of competitors’ bikes—complete with barely-clad models.


    “Well, wow. That’s, um, that’s cool.” He stood and grabbed a bottle of water from the mini-fridge next to his desk. “Do you want a drink?”


    She looked at the water and then back at Quinn. Rolling her eyes, she took it from him, opened it, and swigged. “I suppose that’s the best you’ve got here.”


    “I can make some coffee. The guys finished off the last of the morning pot a while ago.”


    She waved a hand at him. “Never mind. I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop and see what’s so fabulous that you do here.”


    “Okay, well, I can give you a tour.” He was flummoxed. His mother had never shown an interest in his motorcycles before. He didn’t completely trust her reasons for being here, but he was going to show her what he did, anyway.


    Surprisingly, she asked some reasonable questions about his designs and methods. She even made a suggestion about a color scheme that Darryl A. was discussing with a customer, much to Quinn’s terror. And the customer liked it.


    But it was a small shop, and the tour didn’t take long.


    “So, that’s about it,” he said.


    “It’s nice,” she said. “Thank you for showing me around. I see…I see that you love this work.”


    He didn’t know what to say, so he nodded.


    “Do you love it more than that girl you brought home a few weeks ago?”


    “Uh…” He hadn’t been home since then, dropping his tuition check off with his dad at the office rather than to see the whole gang together. And since his dad was almost always at work— “Is everything okay? Is Dad okay?”


    She smiled sadly. “It’s the same as it’s always been. Your dad works his buns off because he thinks that’s what I want.”


    “Isn’t that what you want?” He didn’t know what made him so blunt, but she’d always been so critical, so demanding—he figured he’d never get another chance.


    “I don’t know. I thought it was. But then you came with that girl. And the way she looked at you, and the way you looked at her, and I thought about your dad, and how he wanted to be an engineer. A train engineer, of all the crazy things in the world.”


    “Mom…” He needed to tell her that Kellie wasn’t going to be part of his life. That whatever melancholy had invaded her because of someone she thought he was involved with wasn’t real.


    But she beat him to a different punch. “Rachel and your brother are getting a divorce.”


    “Wow. That’s, um—”


    “About damned time,” she said, slugging down the last of the water and crushing the bottle. “Thank God I don’t have any more sons for her to screw with.”


    Quinn laughed.


    “Well, I need to get home. It’s almost cocktail hour.”


    “Mom…”


    “Oh, stop. Maybe one of these days your dad will retire and I’ll have someone to talk to. Meanwhile, I think I’ll drink.”


    His heart broke for her, but he was so blown away by her visit, he was in no position to drag Darryl A. out of the garage to stage an intervention, or a twelve-step talk, or whatever the hell that would be.


    Before she left, she said, “Just remember, son. If this is the job you love, don’t let it be more important to you than that girl.”


    “Mom, she’s gone. She left. That wasn’t real, I guess.”


    “Bullshit. Go find her.”


    She shoved through the door and into the brilliant Nevada sky, leaving Quinn standing with his mouth open. What was with everyone today?


    …


    Kellie paused, staring at the monitor of the bookstore computer. Was she really going to do this? She looked around her office, but the spider plant didn’t offer any encouragement, and neither did the stuffed armadillo sitting on the windowsill.


    She reread the query letter for the sixteenth time. This was crazy—after months of fighting with the Zeus project and getting nowhere, she’d written The Biker and the Librarian in one long, caffeine-fueled week. And she liked it. Felt good about it. She was even okay with having to make the heroine a librarian. “Children’s Bookstore Lady and Romance Author” had too many characters to make into a promo tweet.


    In spite of how miserable she was about the way she and Quinn had ended things, and the things she’d said, she’d discovered that she did still want to be a writer. She was a writer.


    If only she was a writer with her own happily ever after. She’d thought about calling Quinn a dozen times, but what would she have said? You’re right, I want to write, but I’m not brave enough to give it everything I’ve got. Besides. He didn’t want to be with her, long distance. It hurt. Horribly. But he’d had the sanity to recognize that bad idea when she’d lost her mind for a few moments. Minutes. Days… She looked at her phone again. No. An airline ticket was way out of the budget for both of them. And relying on phone sex—


    “Um, hold on, I’ll check and make sure Miss Dalton is here,” Rocky said—loudly—from the front room of the bookstore.


    Oh, heck. That was his “the landlady’s here” warning voice.


    Kellie stood, girding her loins for whatever was to come.


    “Miss Dalton,” Mrs. Juanita Jones sneered. “I’ve come to tell you to pack your things.”


    Her loins weren’t quite girded enough, because it took a few moments to get her stomach to settle enough to speak. “Excuse me?”


    “I’ve decided to exercise the sale option in your lease. The one that says that if I decide to sell the property, you have to move if I say so.”


    Kellie mentally calculated the cost of another call to her lawyer. Usually these clauses that Mrs. Jones came up with were bull hockey, but she’d make Kellie go under, just from paying the attorney to protect her interests.


    “Who are you selling to?”


    “I haven’t decided. But I’d like to be able to sell an empty property.”


    A viable tenant made a commercial property more attractive to potential buyers, but her heart wasn’t in explaining it.


    “I’ll send you the paperwork tomorrow. Have a good afternoon.” And the bitch was gone. Well, everything except that horrible perfume that she got by the gallon at the dollar store.


    Rocky came in as soon as she was gone, opening a window and turning on the fan, even before Kellie had recovered from this latest body slam to her life. Maybe she should just pack it in. Two minutes ago, she’d felt so good about finishing her manuscript and preparing to send it off.


    “Kellie?” Rocky stood in front of her now, eyebrows gathered in the middle of his perfect forehead. “It’ll be okay. We’ll figure something out.”


    “Thanks. Can I…can I have a few minutes alone?”


    “Sure, sweetie.” He pulled the door closed behind him when he left.


    She sat down and looked at her computer, at the flashing cursor, beckoning her to do something.


    She just wasn’t so sure what that should be. Should she give up the shop? Try to find another storefront? Buy a bookmobile and have a mobile store? That might be good. She could set up shop right out front…that would show ’em. There was no way to know what was the right thing.


    She picked up her stuffed armadillo. “What do you think, buddy?”


    He stared back at her with his blank glass eyes.


    “You’re no help.” Screw it. Being Miss Nice Guy wasn’t doing her any good. She was just going to have to take charge of her life and do something, even if she did it wrong.


    “There’s someone else here to see you, Kel.” She jumped, and turned to see her assistant’s still-worried face. That was not good. She prayed that Mrs. Jones wasn’t back to drop one more bomb.


    Rocky shrugged apologetically and retreated.


    “Hi, Kellie.”


    “Brae!” She stopped short of running to hug her.


    She looked amazing. She’d even gained a little weight and had color in her cheeks. Toby stood behind her, with his hands on her shoulders, supporting his new wife, who looked nervous as hell.


    Damn. Someone else Kellie had wanted to call, but hadn’t had the nerve to talk to.


    Clearing her throat, she asked, “What brings you to town?”


    “We heard you needed us.” There was a pleading tone to her statement, a please say you need me quality that nudged Kellie across the room. What was going on here?


    And…? “You heard what?”


    “I called them.” Rocky piped over Toby’s shoulder, from the fantasy section, where he’d resumed shelving books.


    “Why?”


    “Before the last ten minutes, I would have said it was because you’re lonely and need someone beside me to talk to. But now I think you need friends for more than company.” He stopped, then added, “And I didn’t know if it was a good idea to call that guy you wrote about in your book.”


    “That guy I—you read that?”


    “You turn off the monitor but don’t close the program, sweetie. I have to use the computer when you aren’t here. How could I help but read about his long, thick pulsing—”


    “Okay, I get it.” She’d be embarrassed to death later. She looked at Brae again. “I’m…” She was at a loss. She was lonely. Brokenhearted. Missing her friend almost as much as she missed Quinn.


    “So I’m here to help you. To offer my assistance at getting your life in order.”


    “Brae, wow. I appreciate this, but I still can’t be your pers—”


    “I don’t want that.” Her shoulders slumped. Toby gently shoved her the rest of the way in the office and closed the door. “Kellie, I’m sorry for being such a self-involved jerk.”


    What could she say to that? Brae had been self-involved. But… “I wouldn’t say you were a jerk.” Much.


    “I’ve had some time to think. Toby and I both have. He got out of that contract with Joyce, but his career isn’t exactly picking up where he left off.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “He’s not. And I’m not, either. He realized he hates acting.”


    “Oh! So what does he want to do?”


    “Well…” Brae smiled. “He definitely wants to be a dad.”


    “Omigod, you’re pregnant?” Kellie flew to her friend and hugged her. No wonder she looked so good and rosy and healthy. “That’s incredible!”


    “Yeah. It is. We’re due in six months. But meanwhile, he wants a job. We had originally planned to live in Vegas or L.A., but with the baby coming, we’re thinking about something more…settled. Especially now that he’s not going to be acting.”


    “Where are you thinking of moving?”


    “Actually, driving through this neighborhood was like stepping back in time. It’s so quaint! All these little shops and the restored houses. We were thinking we might even look here.”


    Kellie didn’t know how she felt about that, and it must have shown on her face.


    “Unless, of course, you don’t want me in your life,” Brae added. “I’m not going to force myself on you.”


    “Oh, no! It’s nothing like that,” Kellie assured her. “I would love for you to live here. It’s just that so many of the people that are moving into this area are such snobs and are trying to change it into an upper-middle-class area.”


    “Why is that bad? Shouldn’t it be good for your business?”


    “It would be, except that my business is also about feeding the minds of the kids from the parts of town that aren’t so nice. And the new people are trying to drive those people away by shutting me down.”


    “No! You can’t let that happen!” God bless Brae and her commiseration indignation.


    “If I can keep my landlord from pulling the rug out from under me and sell enough books to pay my salary, I might have a chance.”


    “I guess that blows my idea of getting Toby a job here out of the water, huh?” Brae put her chin on her hand.


    Really? Toby, working at her bookstore? Actually, she could kind of imagine it. But there was no way she could pay him. Kellie propped up her own face and stared at her desk. At the rent notice.


    “Hey, Brae, I have an idea.”


    “Yeah?”


    “How would Toby feel about real estate management?”


    “I think he might feel pretty good about it. Especially if he’s got an agreeable tenant.”


    “I happen to have heard a rumor that this building will be on the market soon.”


    “Well, then, we’ll go ask him right after you hit send on that query letter I know you’re all nervous about.”


    Kellie not only hit send, but also print—on both the manuscript, and a little note she’d composed to go in the hard copy she was going to mail to Las Vegas.


    …


    Quinn dumped an armful of soup cans and ramen noodles on the grocery store conveyor. As he grabbed a couple of packs of beef jerky to add some protein, a magazine cover caught his eye. NOW magazine hosted none other than the recently wed Brae and Toby sprawled together on a bed—naked, except for piles of paperback books piled in strategic locations. The headline read, Lustful Lovers and Romance Readers: In Love with Love.


    He hovered, warring with himself. He shouldn’t buy that crap. He didn’t need to torture himself. It would just make him miss Kellie, whom he wasn’t missing as much now as he had been— Who was he kidding? He thought of her as much now as he had the day she’d left, pretty much constantly. But she’d made it clear she wasn’t interested in a relationship if they couldn’t see each other often. He’d yet to scrape up enough money for bus fare, let alone airfare.


    When he tossed the magazine on the counter, the cashier smiled. “Does your girlfriend read a lot of romance?”


    He crossed his arms so that his tattooed sleeve was on top, snake staring at the woman. “Nope. I’m the romance reader.”


    “Oh. Well.” She smiled again, less indulgently this time, and rushed his purchases over the scanner.


    Stalking to Sue, he stashed his groceries—and magazine—in her saddlebags. What the hell was wrong with him? He’d been even more unsettled than usual since his mother’s visit the other day.


    He’d gone to see his dad, dropping off a check as an excuse to visit. Dad had seemed the same as usual. But on the way out, Quinn mentioned that his mom had stopped by the shop, and that she seemed a little bored.


    His dad sighed, running a hand through his thinning hair. “Yeah. Maybe I’ll turn some of these cases over to your brother. Take some time off.”


    “Take Mom on one of those cross-country train rides,” Quinn suggested.


    His dad looked intrigued, but then shook his head. “She’d come up with a reason not to go.”


    “You won’t know unless you ask her.”


    “I guess I could take a chance. Nothing to lose, huh?”


    Quinn was sad that asking his mom to go on vacation was a risky proposition for his dad. How had their lives gotten so rigid?


    He supposed they’d gotten stuck in their own roles, protecting themselves, and were afraid to put something out there now? God, he hoped he’d never get in that kind of a relationship, where he was afraid to tell his woman how he was feeling and let her return the favor.


    Quinn froze in the act of throwing his leg over the seat of his bike.


    Was that what he’d done? Chickened out? Let his past control his future? Had he missed the opportunity to take a chance with his heart? He told himself that he was doing what was right—walking away so that she didn’t have to decide between him and her life in Georgia— but he hadn’t even given her a choice, had he? Like some big take-charge dickhead, he’d made the decision for her.


    Lowering himself to the saddle, he fired up Sue and headed back to the shop. He had to be here for the bike show this coming weekend, but then maybe he could get away for a few days. Take Sue—or Betty, if he hadn’t sold her—on a cross-country trip. Toss his heart out in the Georgia clay, see if there was a chance Kellie might be interested in giving them a second chance.


    The mailman was just leaving when Quinn pulled into the lot of his shop. “Brought you a bunch of stuff today.”


    “Yay, more bills.”


    “There was a hand-addressed package there, too. Maybe it’s a bomb, or some anthrax.”


    “That would be a nice change.” Quinn loved that he’d scored the only mailman in Vegas who moonlighted as a Goth comedian.


    He went inside and picked up the package—a bubble mailer with a Georgia postmark.


    Darryl A. said something to Quinn about some phone messages, but he ignored him. Instead, he took the package into the office, shut the door, and started to read.


    Quinn:


    I did it. I finished a manuscript. And I sent it to some agents and editors. I don’t know if anything will come of it, but I thought I’d let you know that I didn’t leave everything in Vegas—I brought home the desire to take a chance.


    I think about you, and…I hope you’re doing okay. I wish…I hope that if you read my story, and find anything that doesn’t ring true about motorcycles, or Las Vegas in general, you’ll let me know.


    XO,


    Kellie

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    The flight from Atlanta to Vegas took forty-nine hours. At least, that’s what it seemed like in Kellie-on-her-way-to-see-Quinn time. She’d managed to give it two days from the time she’d mailed the manuscript before she called Delta and booked a very, very slow flight.


    She should have called him and said that she was on her way. What if she got there and he was cozied up with a new woman? Everything would be super awkward. At least if she’d called, if he was seeing someone new, he would have had time to—what? Stash her away? That was ridiculous.


    She could very easily get there and find that he’d gotten together with someone new and was still snuggled up with her, and didn’t care if Kellie was uncomfortable when she stopped by, because, hello! She’d bailed on him. After he’d bailed on her. For bailing on him.


    Or something.


    She didn’t know anymore.


    And that was why she’d decided to get on the damned plane and fly out here. She had to take the gamble that he’d be available. And in town. And willing to see her.


    “Flight attendants, prepare the cabin for landing,” said the pilot, or Mr. Sulu, or whoever was in charge of that stuff.


    Suddenly, Kellie needed another hour or two before she got to the ground.


    What was she doing? She had no idea.


    But fifteen minutes later, the wheels of the plane hit the runway and the announcement was made that passengers could fire up their electronic devices.


    Kellie’s finger hovered over the airplane mode button. Should she call now? Let him know that she just happened to be in town and was going to drop by?


    She would check her email while she decided. Maybe by then that desert monsoon she’d wished for would finally be happening and the decision would be taken out of her hands.


    But when her account loaded, her worries about visiting Quinn were sidetracked.


    It took her another forty minutes to get a rental car—which she desperately needed, because she had to get somewhere quiet to make a phone call.


    It took a few minutes extra for the rental agency to change her paperwork, because by the time she’d gotten there, she’d reread the email six—okay, ten—times and decided on a Mustang GT instead of the economy Fusion.


    Once she was in the car, in the parking lot, with the windows up and the air-conditioning cranked, it took four tries to get the numbers right. The call finally went through.


    “JGA Warren and Associates.”


    “Hello, this is Kellie Dalton. I’m calling for Cathy Perkins.”


    Her hands were so sweaty she almost dropped the phone when Brae’s agent came on the line.


    “Kellie! I’m so glad you called. Hopefully you will be, too, after we talk.”


    Half an hour later, she managed to pull out of the parking lot, but then had to stop again, because she’d forgotten to enter the address of Quinn’s Customs into the GPS.


    It only took her three tries to get that right. But she finally got on the road, and she was pulling into the surprisingly tidy parking lot twenty minutes later. Not nearly long enough to figure out what she wanted to say.


    …


    “Hey, boss, there’s someone here to see you.” Darryl B. stood grinning in the door of Quinn’s office.


    “I’m kinda busy right now, is it important?” He looked back down at the pile of papers in his lap. He had about twenty more pages to go, and really needed to find out how this story ended.


    “Might be important. Guess that’s up to you.” Kellie’s voice was hesitant, but as smooth and lovely as he remembered.


    “Shit!” He stood and the remaining pages of the manuscript slid to the floor with a plop. “I mean, hi.”


    Her soft brown hair was short, all choppy and windblown, but her big eyes were just as green—maybe greener. And the porcelain skin of her face and neck led down to curves that begged for his hands…


    Her hands fluttered. “Sorry to stop by unannounced. But I was in the neighborhood?”


    “Were you?” His response sounded terser than he intended because his jaw was so tight and his heart was pounding. She wouldn’t have come all this way to break his heart, would she?


    “I’m sorry, I—” She stepped back a pace, the hopeful look on her face fading.


    Oh hell. “I’m glad you’re here,” he said, moving toward her. Jesus. He felt like a sixth grader.


    She looked at his hands, so he did, too. He clutched the remaining pages of her book like they held the winning Powerball numbers.


    “Yeah. I, uh, got your book. Today.” There you go, let her know you dived right in like it was a Coke and you were in desperate straits wandering the desert.


    Licking her lips, she asked, “So. Have you found anything I got really wrong?”


    What should he say? That the hero shouldn’t have let the heroine go all the way home before going after her? That he should have made sure she knew he was insecure and let her decide for herself if he was good enough for her?


    He cleared his throat. “The hero has eight-pack abs, at least. Not a wimpy six-pack.”


    One side of her mouth curved up, and he really, really wanted to kiss her there. “Eh. Maybe, but I was trying to be realistic. Most motorcycle mechanics probably don’t have quite the physique you do.” She turned and stared pointedly into the shop, where Darryl A.’s gut was on the verge of stretching his 3X T-shirt past its limit.


    She sobered and looked at him again. “Anything else?”


    “I don’t know,” he told her, turning to put the pages on his desk so he could wipe his palms on his jeans. “I haven’t gotten all the way through. I don’t know how it ends.”


    “It’s a romance,” she told him. “The hero and heroine work it out and live happily ever after.” The side of her thumb made it all the way to her lips before he grabbed her hand and pulled her toward him.


    “How do they work it out? He can’t sell his shop and start again on the other side of the country until he’s paid off a lot of debt. He could…” Jesus, was he going to say this? For Kellie, he would. “He could keep the bike thing as a hobby, and take the bar exam.”


    She yanked her arm away from him then and pushed his chest so that he had to take a step back to keep his balance. “The hell he can! There is no way he can stop being a motorcycle artist. They can see each other and be a couple and be in love and make it work and have their jobs—the jobs they want. He is not giving up his dream. No fucking way!”


    Quinn held up his hands and started to laugh, which seemed to make her even madder, but she quickly wound down, put her hands on her hips, and glared at him.


    “You said the F-word.”


    “I fucking did fucking say the fucking F-word. And I’ll fucking say it fucking any time I want.”


    “Wow.” He admired the way her bosom heaved for a moment. “So, Ms. Happy Ending. How does it all work out? Does the heroine inherit an airline and decide to take her bookstore back and forth across the country with her?”


    “Close.”


    He threw his hands up. “Come on, what gives?”


    “Well, Toby quit acting professionally for now, Brae’s pregnant, they moved to Georgia, I convinced them to buy the building where my shop is, and they’re my new landlords. They’re opening an actor’s and writer’s studio in the other half of the building. And I decided that as long as I have a landlord who’s not going to sell the building out from under my business, I could promote Rocky and spend some more time writing.”


    She grinned then, and gave a little hop-step happy dance. “And, I submitted that”—she pointed at the manuscript—“and got a call on my way here. I’ve got an offer for it and a request to make it into a three-book series.”


    “Holy shit, babe! I knew you could do it.”


    Quinn picked her up then, twirled her around the tiny office, and kissed her hard. Then he kissed her softly. And then he kissed her just right. For a long, long time.


    “So. Where do you plan to set up shop for this fancy writing career?”


    “Well, I’m not sure. I think I could probably do it from anywhere. It would be nice to work somewhere that I wouldn’t have trouble doing research. You know, especially for the sexy parts.”


    “How ’bout that. You know, I’d be more than happy to offer you help with any research.”


    “Really? That’s awesome. Especially because my second book’s about a kinky sex club.”


    A shiver ran down Quinn’s spine. “Really? Well. As long as I can get leather pants in my own size and not borrow Toby’s, I supposed I could act out some scenes with you.”


    Her smile broadened. “You won’t need the leather pants, just a studded collar. The heroine is the dominant in the relationship.”


    “Oh, fuck.”

  


  
    Epilogue


    “Are you ready?” Quinn stood outside of the bathroom checking his watch for the nineteenth time, and then straightening his tie and rebuttoning his suit coat. The awards ceremony wasn’t a strictly formal event, but he felt compelled to complement whatever conservative dress Kellie would have pulled from her bookstore-lady wardrobe. “We’ve got to get going, babe.”


    He leaned toward the mirror in the hallway, finger-combing his newly shorn hair. Yes, he’d even remembered to get a haircut for this.


    “Okay. Here I come.” The door finally began to crack open.


    The woman who stepped out was not even close to being mistaken for a bookstore lady. At least, not a children’s bookstore lady.


    “Oh, no.” Kellie’s black leather motorcycle boots came to an abrupt, dismayed halt a foot from Quinn’s shiny wing tips.


    “Oh, yes.” Quinn’s mouth watered as he took her in, from the top of her teased hair, over the tiny leather vest that barely supported her generous bosom, along the impossibly skintight pants, to the tip of those sexily clunky boots.


    She glared at his tie and tugged at her vest. “I thought this was a biker convention.”


    He grinned. “Yeah.” Moving forward so that his toes bumped hers, he put his arms around her, pulling her against him.


    “You’re all…all…engineering executive or something. I have to go change.”


    “No. You don’t.”


    “I look ridiculous,” she told him, shoving at his chest.


    “You look delicious,” he countered, emphasizing his point by grabbing a handful of ass in each hand, rocking his pelvis into hers, and biting the skin along the side of her neck, following it with a lick. She tasted, as always, of sunshine and freedom.


    His body thrummed in anticipation of what might come next.


    “Ohhhhh.” She sighed, softening against him, running her hands over his chest, finding his nipples and running her thumbs over them. His already partially hard cock rose a little farther.


    Did they have time to— No. They didn’t.


    His body whined in protest as he set her gently away from him and stepped back. “You look perfect,” he told her.


    “But you’re all…fancy,” she protested, pushing him to get to the closet.


    He grabbed her arm and stopped her. “No. You, sit. If you change, we’ll miss Betty’s debut.” He yanked at his tie and kicked one of his motorcycle boots from under the bed. Where was the other one?


    “No! You can’t change,” she told him. “Let’s just go.”


    “Really?” This was the same girl who had agonized about how well her hair was blow-dried and which sweater thingy to wear before going to meet his mother. Was she really willing to step out in an ever-so-delightfully trashy biker-chick outfit while he wore a conservative suit?


    Apparently she was, because they were on the back of Sue and heading down Las Vegas Boulevard in no time.


    As Quinn rolled them into the parking area of the MGM Grand, he felt his tension mount, and this time it wasn’t the nice kind, courtesy of the woman behind him on the leather seat of his bike. This one was pure nervous energy, in the form of a knot in the center of his chest.


    …


    Kellie’s hand was nearly squished in Quinn’s massive paw as she double-timed it like an army recruit to keep up with his longer stride and not have her arm yanked out of its socket.


    “Babe, can you slow down just a skosh?” she panted.


    He stopped and turned to look at her as though he’d just realized she was with him. “Oh. Sorry.” But then he turned and started moving again, albeit at a marginally lower pace. At least she wasn’t completely out of breath when they found their seats at a table near the front of the massive auditorium.


    Quinn pulled her chair out for her and then seated himself, folding his long legs next to hers under the table.


    She leaned toward him, anxious to absorb heat from his body. How did those showgirls survive in places like this? It was positively polar.


    Quinn was jittery, though, moving around in his seat, looking here and there about the room. “You sure you don’t want me to take your coat back and hang it up?” he asked, trying to pull the thing off of her by the collar.


    “Quinn!” she finally snapped at him, fighting to keep her arms in the almost-warm leather. “Would you relax? Please?”


    Her hand on his arm seemed to calm him slightly, but he still practically vibrated under her touch. Her big, strong Zeus was a nervous wreck about this evening, even though he looked like he’d stepped right off of the pages of Esquire magazine. And Kellie understood. He’d worked so hard for this night, using every ounce of energy that he had—and nearly wearing out the Darryls in the process—to finish Betty and get her delivered to the show on time.


    And now it was time. The night that the awards for best bikes would be given out.


    The lights in the room began to dim.


    “I hope they present the new artist category first,” he murmured in her ear, sending those delicious shivers along her spine. Shivers that had nothing to do with how cold it was in this room—as a matter of fact, Kellie was feeling just a little bit warmer, all of a sudden. “If they hurry up and get it over with, I can be happy for whoever wins and stop stressing about it.”


    She turned her head to look into his dark eyes. Those eyes that she’d been gazing into on a regular basis forever, if she had her way. “Why do you think it won’t be you?” she asked.


    “I dunno, I just want it to be over with.”


    And really, there was no need for him to be anxious. He’d been asked for his business card so many times this week that Kellie had run to the printer to rush-order a few hundred more. Darryl A. told her this morning that their appointment calendar was filling up faster than they could handle, and he asked Quinn to place an ad to hire another Darryl as soon as possible.


    “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Las Vegas Bike Fest Award Ceremony,” came a giant voice from behind the curtain.


    Quinn stiffened, suddenly very still, and Kellie grabbed his hand, pulling it into her lap, stroking his fingers. She would find a way to distract him until this was over.


    The first few awards were for weird things like best chrome detail, and longest tailpipe—or something like that. She had no clear memory of what the categories were because Quinn finally relaxed and wrapped his hand around her thigh and began to rub circles on her leg with his thumb, sliding his fingers higher and closer to her inseam. The sensation of his calloused skin over hers was slightly deadened by the leather of her pants, but somehow, that made the feeling that much more intense. Her body loosened, swelling in preparation for him. She squirmed in her seat. Oh God. How bad would a wet spot show up on black leather pants?


    He leaned in closer and, in that growly God of Anarchy voice said, “Open your legs a little bit, babe.” Tugging at the links on her belt, which was a modified stainless steel chain, he rubbed one of the metal pieces against her upper thigh, teasing her. What would that feel like if she let him slide that—


    Ooooh-kay. Maybe he was getting too comfortable. She might have put on her biker-chick persona for a test drive tonight, but she wasn’t quite ready to go all Sturgis Motorcycle Rally and perform for the masses.


    She turned sharply to try to glare at him in warning, the movement effectively trapping his hand right where she wanted to feel it most.


    “And this year’s award for most innovative new designer goes to Quinn Anderson and Quinn’s Customs!”


    “Argh!” Quinn said, trying to extricate himself as every spotlight in the room turned toward his stricken face—and his wrist, where his stupid monogrammed cufflink was caught on one of the metal links on Kellie’s belt.


    Thinking faster than she ever had before, Kellie grabbed his formerly wandering hand in hers, hissed, “Get up now!” and threw her other arm around his neck while she leaped from her seat, wrapping herself around him, squealing. “You did it, baby!”


    The crowd applauded and chuckled indulgently, probably thinking they were allowing the preppy young bike designer his moment with the motorcycle groupie. But Quinn surprised them—and her—because he held her hand and tugged her toward the podium with him.


    But what else could he do? They were attached at the moment. So she held on to him, clutching his hand to her tummy like a total goober, and did her fast-walk shuffle along with him to the microphone.


    …


    This was it. The moment Quinn had been waiting for.


    Not for the best young designer award. Kellie didn’t realize it, but he’d known for a week that he’d won the category.


    No, the reason he was such a basket case was because she didn’t know what he’d won for. She’d been here at the show with him, and she’d seen Betty—who was, indeed, being shown. But at the last minute, Quinn had managed to slip another bike into the running, after another builder had dropped out.


    “Hi, everyone,” he said into the microphone, trying not to flinch at how weird he sounded in giant stereophonic amplification. “I really appreciate this award. I’ve wanted to build motorcycles my whole life—” He broke off when he spotted a familiar face—two faces—a few rows back. His parents were here? He shot Kellie a glance and she smiled smugly.


    He gathered his wits and continued. “Winning this award, this bike show, is a really good way to kick off the next phase of my career.”


    Kellie tightened her grip on his hand then, no doubt confused about what he was talking about.


    “This is my girl, here.” He pulled her forward, by the chain on the front of her pants. Everyone probably thought he was some kind of Neanderthal, but screw them.


    “She hasn’t been in my life for long enough to get comfortable around motorcycles, but she sure does inspire me.” He waggled his eyebrows for effect, and the crowd hooted.


    He felt Kellie’s eyes on him, felt the power of her affection. Clearing his throat, he said, “For some crazy reason, she believes in me. I think that’s probably because she’s an amazing romance writer, and that happily-ever-after thing is part of her soul. She’s made it part of mine. And because of that, I’ve been playing with some new ideas.”


    He turned to her, staring into the green eyes that revealed everything he ever wanted to know. “I decided to launch a new line of bikes. Built especially for women. A little smaller, a little lighter, and every bit as badass as you are.”


    Her snort was picked up by the microphone and carried clear around the room.


    “Seriously. I want you to ride with me for as long as you’ll have me.”


    Her grip on his hand was cutting off his circulation, but he didn’t care. He reached up and wiped at the tear that trickled onto her cheek.


    “I want you to ride with me, but you can do it on your own bike, if you want.” Looking to the side, he signaled the Darryls, who were waiting in the wings. They pushed the bike they’d been working on after hours onto the stage.


    Kellie gasped. Quinn thought that was probably a good thing. The audience applauded as images of the bike from all angled were displayed on the giant screen so everyone could see every detail.


    “How did you keep this a secret?”


    He smiled. “I have my ways.”


    She gazed at the bike, dazed, but, he thought, pleased. The bike was a smaller version of Betty, with her sleek lines and chopper roots, but unlike his bike, the gas tank and the seat were a metallic flake gunmetal, and there were peach accents. He had to make sure his Georgia peach had a little taste of home.


    Finally, the question he’d been holding in for the past—well, since she’d come back into his life. “Kellie Dalton, will you ride off into the sunset with me?”
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