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Dedication

For Joan. We miss you.

Chapter 1

“I like big butts and I cannot lie!” Ellie Richards pursed her lips and bopped her head in time with the music, flicking the volume up until the smooth rhymes of Sir Mix-A-Lot filled the car’s cabin. She knew all the lyrics by heart and rapped along. She gripped the steering wheel of her small blue Toyota with one hand, pushing her glasses up her nose with the other. Alone in the car, she was free to be as dorky and silly as she wanted. And today, she felt especially dorky and silly, but in the best possible way.

As she coasted north up the I-25 from Denver toward Cheyenne, the sun mirrored her mood and shone brightly, glinting and winking off of the freshly plowed snow piled at the side of the highway. It had technically only been winter for ten days, but several inches of snow had already accumulated, much to the delight of the skiers and snowboarders. Although Ellie was neither a skier nor a snowboarder—unless being unbelievably awesome at Infinite Air Snowboarding on her PS4 counted—she was headed west of Cheyenne to Centennial, Wyoming, one of the busiest ski and snowboard destinations around.

She danced in her seat, moving her shoulders in time to the music. Yep. Definitely in a good mood. This coming year was going to be the year of Ellie, and she was starting her New Year’s Eve off right. Cheesy 90’s “Ellie Gets Pumped” mix? Check. No traffic? Check. A can of Pringles to devour on the two-hour drive from Denver to Centennial? Check. Well, half a check since the can was already half gone. But still. All good things.

At twenty-eight, almost twenty-nine, she finally felt as though she had stuff figured out. Her dream job was actually panning out, and the website was getting tons of traffic. She’d bought an amazing townhouse in Lakewood, just south of downtown Denver, and she was going to get her dating game together. No more wasting time on guys who couldn’t commit or who rejected her because she somehow wasn’t good enough for them or who took advantage of her and used her until boredom set in or someone else came along. Nope. No more. This was the year of Ellie, and that meant making smarter choices about her love life. Professionally, she had it going on, and it’s not like she looked like Quasimodo. Granted, she didn’t look like Gisele Bündchen either, but honestly, like one percent of the population was so genetically blessed. And she wasn’t asking to date Chris Hemsworth. Who, given his good looks and her experience with gorgeous guys, would only hurt her and make her feel terrible about herself.

There would be no feeling terrible about herself during the year of Ellie. Not allowed. She deserved better than she’d got over the past several years, and she was sick of it. Rejection after rejection had left a tender spot, almost like a bruise, on her heart. She couldn’t keep opening herself up to guys who would only make that bruise worse, who would poke it and prod it until it became a permanent scar. There wasn’t any one particular guy who’d done all that damage. No, the lingering hurt was from a string of rejections, each hurt piling on top of the last, cutting a bit deeper each time.

She drove under an underpass, the pavement beneath her wheels sheltered from the sun. She didn’t even realize she’d hit a patch of slick black ice until she began to spin into the opposing lane of traffic, which, thank God, was empty. She took her foot off the gas, letting the car slow naturally and not making the skid worse by hitting the brakes. Doing her best not to jerk the wheel, which would only cause her to spin more and completely lose control of the car, she tried to steer the car away from the center of the highway.

And then an eighteen-wheeler appeared, barreling toward her, blaring its horn. Her vision narrowed to pinpoints as adrenaline surged through her.

“Oh, fuck,” she whispered and in a move of sheer desperation, she yanked the wheel hard to the right. Just as she’d known it would, the car began spinning, but at least it was spinning away from the truck. Before she could try to correct her trajectory, she slammed into a snowbank on the side of the highway with a sudden, jarring halt. Chunks of snow flew up around her, landing with wet thunks on her windshield.

With a shaking hand, she reached forward and cut the ignition, shuttering the car in silence. Mentally, she took stock of herself, but she seemed to be in one piece and unhurt. She wiggled her fingers and toes and tentatively, gingerly, flexed her arms and legs, testing them and breathing a sigh of relief when everything worked as it should. Thankfully, the impact hadn’t been forceful enough to trigger the airbags.

“Holy. Shitballs.” Her voice vibrated loudly in the heavy silence of the car. She inhaled slowly, trying to calm her thundering heartbeat, and exhaled through her nose, resting her forehead on the steering wheel. After several deep, calming breaths, she pushed her door open and did a quick inspection of the car. The front passenger’s side fender and tire were pushed right into the snowbank, but the car appeared to have escaped the spinout unscathed. She blew out one last breath and got back in the driver’s seat.

God. That could’ve been so much worse.

She turned her key in the ignition, restarting the car and turning down the volume on the music. Shifting into reverse, she eased her foot onto the gas, but her wheels only spun fruitlessly. She shifted the car into drive and turned the steering wheel, trying to ease the front fender out of the dense snowbank, but to no avail. After she’d tried putting the car in reverse again and had only managed to spray slush and snow everywhere, she put the car back in park and once again turned it off. She was good and stuck. Great. Now she’d have to call a tow truck to come pull her out.

Stupid black ice.

Glancing over at her purse on the passenger’s seat, her shoulders slumped. It had flown forward during the spinout, spilling its contents all over the inside of the car. Sighing heavily, she unbuckled her seatbelt and scooted her seat back. She checked her purse for her phone, hoping that maybe it hadn’t flown out with the rest of the contents, but it was completely empty. Her car was now littered with gum wrappers, pennies, an embarrassing number of lip balms, mints, a tampon, Pringles, and enough receipts that they almost looked like white confetti, scattered festively over the upholstered seats.

Her eyes scanned the interior of the car, and a flash of royal blue caught her eye. Leaning forward, she could see her phone, encased in its Dr. Who-themed TARDIS phone case, wedged under the passenger’s seat. She thrust her hand under the seat, trying to pry it free, but it, much like the car, was stuck. She huffed out a breath, blowing a lock of hair off her forehead. Adjusting her ponytail, she crouched on all fours on the driver’s seat, leaning her butt up against the window as she dug under the passenger’s seat, trying to wiggle her phone free.

A sharp series of raps tapped against the driver’s side window, and consequently, against her butt, causing her to start and bonk her head off of the dashboard. Once again blowing the errant lock of hair away from her glasses, she craned her neck to look over her shoulder. Her mouth went dry.

Staring at her butt was quite possibly the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen in the flesh. His eyes snapped to hers, and she felt pinned under their piercing light blue gaze. Combined with his chiseled jaw, full mouth, and tall, broad frame, he looked like a freaking model. In a light brown police uniform. A model, in a police uniform, who was looking at her with concern on his face. She could’ve melted into a pile of hormones right there.

Cautiously, she eased herself back into the driver’s seat, gave a half-turn to the keys in the ignition and powered down the window. A quick glance in her rear-view mirror revealed that an SUV emblazoned with “Laramie County Sheriff” in black-and-gold lettering had pulled in behind her.

“Is everything okay here?” His voice was a lovely, almost melodic tenor, but with a rumbly undertone that did stupid, wonderful things to her stomach and the butterflies erupting there.

“I . . . um. Yes? I almost hit a truck because of the black ice back there and I spun out, and I’m fine, but I’m stuck, I think.” Oh God. She couldn’t seem to stop talking. It was like her mouth was possessed, as though staring at him had short circuited her brain. “And my phone is under the seat, and I was just trying to get it out, and then you came and knocked on my window, well on my butt really.” Stop. Talking. “And now I’m telling you how I got here,” she finished, her voice trailing off weakly.

He smiled, flashing a killer pair of dimples and perfect white teeth, and her heart vaulted into her throat.

“You sure you’re okay, miss? Sounds like you had a bit of a scare.” He leaned forward, resting a hand on the roof of her car.

“I . . . uh . . . okay.” She nodded dumbly.

Atta girl. Smooth. She gave herself a mental thumbs up, cringing inwardly.

“You’re not hurt?” He frowned, concern creasing his brow.

She couldn’t stop staring at him. It felt ridiculous to even think it, but he was beautiful. He was like a stunning work of art that needed to be adored and appreciated. Nervous lust slammed into her, swirling in her chest as she stared at him like a visitor to the Galleria would stare at Michelangelo’s David: a mixture of awe, happiness, and something intangible and surreal.

And now, because David was naked, she was wondering what Officer Sexypants had going on under his uniform, which was the last place she needed her barely functioning brain to go. Her mind flashed with images of skin and muscle, and she swallowed. She managed to shake her head slowly.

His frown remained. “You seem shaken up. How about you sit in my truck where it’s nice and warm while I dig you out?”

She watched, transfixed, as his gorgeous mouth formed the words. Very kind, concerned words. She nodded, and he stepped back so she could push the door open. Her booted feet hit the ground and she yelped as they almost went right out from under her, her weak knees and the icy pavement both conspiring against her. Strong arms looped around her, and if her legs hadn’t been completely useless before, they were now, because every bone in her body had just turned to mush.

Flush against him, she realized that he was both taller and broader than she’d first realized. She looked up into his blue eyes, her heart hammering in her chest. “Thanks.”

He held her against him, not moving, just for a second. A disappointingly short second. “You’re welcome.” Something flashed in his eyes, disappearing before she could analyze it, and he dropped his arms to his sides.

“I’m Ellie.”

“Sergeant Grayson.” He smiled kindly at her, and her brain emptied of all coherent thoughts.

“Oh, like Dick.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she wished she could call them back.

Oh. My. God. Undo. Undo! You did not just say the words “like Dick” to the sexiest man you’ve ever met.

He quirked up an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

Heat flooded her cheeks and she pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “You know, from Batman? Dick Grayson was his sidekick, Robin. Well, I guess technically he’s Nightwing now, but that’s . . . um . . . not important.”

A smile, bigger and brighter than the ones he’d offered her before, lit up his face. “So you’re not asking me if I like . . .” A teasing glint shone in his eyes, sending her stomach swooping up and then down.

She bit her lip and shook her head, her ponytail swishing against her cheek. “No. Definitely not. I mean, if you do, if you don’t, that’s none of my business. I heard your name, and I said the first thing that came into my head. I’m just going to stop talking now.” She exhaled, puffing her cheeks out.

God, Ellie. Get your shit together.

“Well, I don’t.” He leaned toward her and winked. “Catwoman is much more my type.”

She touched her fingers to her lips as fresh blood flowed into her cheeks, excitement replacing her embarrassment. “Too bad I left my latex suit at home.”

He laughed, and the sound warmed her straight to her core. “Let’s get you out of the cold.”

He led her to his SUV, his gloved hand on the small of her back. Despite the layers of fabric separating them, it felt as though his touch was burning her, igniting her nerve endings, and something caught, deep in her chest, at the sweet protectiveness of the gesture.

A tiny seedling of hope took root inside her. Maybe he wasn’t like the other men she’d dated. She wasn’t sure if she should let that seedling grow or rip it out by its roots.

* * *

Matt Grayson brought his shovel down hard on the surface of the icy snowbank, chipping away at the snow and breaking up the ice around the wheel well of the front passenger’s side tire of Ellie’s car. Scooping up a shovel-full of heavy snow, he tossed it over his shoulder, digging in again in a fast, efficient rhythm.

He definitely wasn’t going to miss this. Winters in Wyoming were long, cold, and sometimes impossibly snowy. He was more than happy to trade the snow for rain, especially when that trade came with a big promotion, and the chance to really make a difference. Handily enough, it also served as an excuse to start over somewhere new.

He glanced back over his shoulder in the direction of his SUV, where Ellie sat in the front seat, scoping out the police gear mounted to the dash with animated curiosity. Something tightened in his stomach as he watched her, and he forced himself to keep shoveling, trying to ignore his body’s response to her.

To be fair, it wasn’t every day that he pulled over to help someone stuck in a snowbank only to be presented with the view of a deliciously round, feminine ass. God, she was cute. More than cute. She was a blonde in glasses, and the sexy librarian vibe she gave off was really doing it for him. He felt a tug of disappointment that he couldn’t ask her out. Figured. The first woman he’d wanted to ask out in a long time, and he met her when he couldn’t do anything about it. He shook his head. Flirting with her had felt good. He’d felt light, happy, and warm. So warm.

Damn.

He kicked the tire and a chunk of sludge dislodged from the top of the wheel well, splattering on his boots. Stepping back, he surveyed his work and felt a bead of sweat trickle from his hairline down over his temple. Flexing his hands around the shovel, he circled the car, checking for damage and any other buried portions. He bent over to check the tailpipe, making sure it was free of snow. Leaning against the rear fender, he waved Ellie over, and watched as she hopped out of the SUV and made her way cautiously toward him. Immediately, his mind flashed back to how she’d felt in his arms and his palms tingled with the urge to touch her again. They’d been separated by several layers of clothing, including a Kevlar vest, and the contact had only been for a second or two, but it had left him wanting more. He felt the insane need to see her blush again, to hear her laugh, to see her light brown—almost golden, really—eyes light up as she smiled. He knew nothing about her, and that only drove home the realization that he wanted to know her.

Her long, blond ponytail swayed behind her as she walked, swishing against her shoulders. Her pink cheeks stood out against her ivory skin, the bottom lip of her wide mouth caught between her teeth. She pushed her glasses up her nose as she approached, squinting against the sun already slanting toward the horizon.

“Thanks for your help, Sergeant Grayson.”

“You’re welcome. And it’s Matt.” Not that it mattered.

“Matt. I don’t know how long I would’ve been here if you hadn’t come along. Good timing.”

She had no idea how wrong she was. His timing was terrible.

He nodded, not sure what to say because he couldn’t say the things he wanted to. “Drive safe. Happy New Year.”

She nodded, her brow furrowed and her lip once again caught between her teeth. He needed to stop looking at her mouth. Needed to stop racking his brain for ways to prolong the interaction. He pushed off the fender just as she strode forward, and once again, they were chest to chest.

“Happy New Year to you too, Matt.” She opened her mouth as though she were going to say more, and then closed it, pressing her lips together. Something bright and hopeful shone in her eyes as she looked up at him, and regret slammed into him.

Fuck.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt an instant connection like this with anyone. Not since the divorce. Hell, maybe not even before the divorce.

With a smile, he touched the brim of his hat and stepped around her, back toward his SUV. Before he’d reached his vehicle, he heard her open and close the door to her car, start the engine, and pull onto the highway. By the time he settled himself in the driver’s seat, she was nothing but a set of taillights.

Chapter 2

Turning off the highway, Ellie followed the elaborately carved signs to Spruce Ridge Resort, guiding her car up a winding path. As she crested the hill, she let out a low whistle. The resort reminded her of the lodge from Dirty Dancing, all gorgeous stone facade and massive peaked windows, with chimneys poking up every fifty feet or so along the roof line. The ski hills rose up behind the lodge, the snow glowing a soft blue as a purple twilight unfolded across the late afternoon sky. As she reached the circular driveway, the lampposts lining the road flamed softly to life, glimmering orange. Following the signs, she pulled the car into a parking space in a lot near the lobby. Towering pines, dripping with snow, formed a protective semi-circle around the lot.

She stepped out of the car and took a deep breath, happy the drive was over. The fresh, cold air filled her lungs, the scent of the pines mingling with the faint aroma of wood smoke. Her overnight bag slung over her shoulder, she made her way into the resort, and with each step, her happiness at accepting Lauren’s invitation grew. The lobby was buzzing with activity, guests checking in, skiers and snowboarders filtering through. A stone fireplace dominated the far wall, and dozens of guests mingled there, sitting in the burgundy leather chairs and enjoying an après-ski drink. Laughter echoed off of the stone and tile floor, and Ellie smiled, letting the warmth of the atmosphere seep into her bones.

As the front desk clerk pulled up her reservation, she texted Lauren, letting her know she’d arrived. Lauren and her boyfriend Trevor had already been here for a couple of days, enjoying the skiing. Key card in hand, she dumped her stuff in her room, which was small but lovely. A queen-size bed faced a flat-screen TV that was mounted to the wall, and two caramel-colored armchairs flanked the window. She pulled the green-and-yellow plaid curtains back and sighed, touching her fingers to her mouth. Talk about a room with a view. The ski hills arched up into the sky, and in the quickly falling darkness, the mound looked like a volcano with molten lava running down its surface. Really, it was the ski runs that glowed like lava, separated by dark masses of trees, but the effect was breathtaking. Turning away, she poked her head in the bathroom and smiled when she saw the marble tile, sleek walk-in shower and large bathtub. An ornate mirror hung above the gleaming dark wood of the vanity.

Her phone beeped loudly, emitting the communicator sound effect from Star Trek. Lauren had texted back with her room number, and Ellie grabbed her key card and hurried to meet her.

Lauren flung open the door to her room and pulled Ellie into a hug. “You made it!”

On the very first day of kindergarten, nearly twenty-five years ago now, Lauren had walked up to Ellie and said, “I like your shoes. Want to play?” They’d been best friends ever since.

“I did, but just barely. I spun out on some black ice and got stuck in a snowbank.” She flopped down on the bed and something warm and tingling worked its way down her spine as she thought about the ridiculously sexy Sergeant Grayson.

“Whoa, are you okay?” Lauren sat down beside her, tucking a strand of light brown hair behind her ear, concern filling her eyes.

“I’m fine. A cop stopped to help me. He dug me out.”

“Hey, Ellie.” Trevor smiled warmly at her as he stepped out of the bathroom with a towel knotted around his hips, steam spilling out around him. He rubbed a hand over his short, black hair and a few droplets spilled onto his bare chest. His dark brown skin glistened, and she smiled at the way Lauren’s eyes practically devoured him. A sudden and unwelcome pang of jealously stabbed Ellie right in the sternum, and she rubbed a fist over her breastbone, trying to ease the ache there. Matt’s gorgeous face swam through her mind, and the ache intensified.

“Hey, Trev.” She waved at him, her hand moving in one smooth semi-circle.

He and Lauren exchanged a look before he took his bag and slipped back into the bathroom.

“Okay, so tell me more about this ‘year of Ellie’ thing.” Lauren made air quotes around the words.

Ellie stood and paced to the window, excitement and nervous energy snapping through her. “This is the year, Lauren. The year it all comes together. I think I’ve figured out where I’m going wrong.” She flicked the curtain back, loving the way the sky looked like navy velvet against the warm radiance of the ski runs. “I mean, everything else is falling into place. The website is doing really well, and I can’t believe I actually get paid to write about video games, movies, books, conventions, TV shows, clothes, whatever I want. Crossing the Streams is doing so well that I might be able to hire a full-time staff writer soon, instead of just writing most of the content myself and hiring freelancers when I need it. And I get to be on a panel at Comic-Con this year! Like, neato burrito, right?” She spun to face Lauren, who smiled widely at her, proud and supportive as always.

“Totally neato burrito.”

“And I love my townhouse. I love my friends. I just need to level up my relationship status. I keep going for guys who are out of my league. So, I need to play it safe. I’m sick of getting hurt. I can’t take much more rejection without turning into a crazy cat lady.”

Catwoman is much more my type. She smiled to herself and heat warmed her cheeks.

“It sounds like you’re talking about settling, which, Ellie, come on. You absolutely should not settle.”

“Doesn’t everyone settle, at least a little? I mean, there’s no such thing as the perfect man.”

Lauren’s eyes darted toward the bathroom door. “No, you’re right. No one’s perfect. That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try to find the one who’s perfect for you. Don’t give up.”

“I’m not giving up. I’m giving in. I’m accepting that if I want to be with someone, I need to change the pattern. Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results, right? So. I’m done with insanity. I just want to be happy.”

Lauren sighed and crossed to her, looping an arm over her shoulders. “I feel you, Ellie. I do. Dating is hard. It sucks. But I don’t want you to settle for less than you deserve.”

“Says the woman getting laid on the regular.”

“And you think sex would be any good with a guy who doesn’t give you butterflies?” Lauren raised an eyebrow.

“Sex is overrated.” It wasn’t that she didn’t like sex. She did. A lot, when it was good, which was . . . well, almost never. Because she never seemed quite able to connect with her partner. Sometimes the chemistry was just off, sometimes she felt shy and uncomfortable asking for what she wanted or taking the lead. Sometimes she didn’t know exactly what it was she needed. When that happened, she felt frustrated and disconnected, like she had an itch somewhere on her body, but every time she tried to scratch it, it moved.

“Oh, honey. I don’t think you’re doing it right.” Lauren frowned, shaking her head sadly.

A surge of irritation rolled through Ellie, tensing the muscles of her shoulders. She didn’t want Lauren’s pity.

“What kind of losers are you sleeping with?” Trevor emerged from the bathroom again, clad now in dress pants and a button-down shirt that hugged his wide chest.

She blushed, not really wanting to discuss her sex life with Trevor. “The nonexistent kind, at the moment.”

“I might be able to help you with that.”

She gasped and choked on her own saliva, coughing and sputtering while thumping herself on the chest. “No thanks,” she managed to croak out, shooting Lauren a “what the hell?” look.

Trevor laughed. “Not like that, although I’m flattered. I ran into a colleague of mine from the law firm earlier today, and I thought you two might hit it off.”

“Your colleague is here?” Ellie tried to ignore the suspicion creeping into her brain.

“Yeah, skiing with friends. He’s single, and I know he’s looking to settle down. I—” He glanced at Lauren, and they exchanged another knowing look. Ellie’s brain conjured up an image of Admiral Ackbar from Star Wars, warning her that this was a trap.

“He’s going to have dinner with us. Isn’t that great?” Lauren asked, tapping the tips of her fingers together.

“Uh, I guess. I wasn’t really expecting for tonight to turn into a blind date.” Ellie frowned, trying to muster up the appropriate response. She knew Trevor and Lauren meant well, but she’d been looking forward to just relaxing and enjoying the festivities without the added pressure of trying to impress someone. But she didn’t want to disappoint her friends. And who knew? Maybe this guy would be nice and boring and completely safe. As long as he wasn’t the real-life incarnation of Lionel Hutz, he couldn’t be that bad. “But, hey. It’ll be fun. The more the merrier, right?”

“Exactly.” Lauren glanced at her watch. “I need to hop in the shower. I’ll see you at dinner.”

After a quick hug, Ellie headed back to her room, her stomach swirling uncomfortably. She didn’t like blind dates, and she didn’t like being ambushed, but what could she do? It would cause tension if she made a stink and refused to play along, and she wasn’t willing to risk the evening she’d so been looking forward to.

Scrunching up her mouth, she pulled her favorite royal blue cocktail dress out of her bag, unsure if it was fancy enough now that what was supposed to be a fun evening with friends had morphed into a set up. She padded into the bathroom and turned on the shower, hanging the dress on the back of the door so the steam could smooth away the few little wrinkles that creased the fabric. She pulled her sweater over her head and walked back to the bed, digging in her bag for her contact case. Her hand scrabbled around through the bag’s contents, searching for the small, plastic case, but to no avail. She thought she’d packed it, but now, thinking back, she only remembered getting it out at home and setting it on her dresser, not actually putting it in the bag.

“Hope Lionel Hutz likes girls in glasses,” she muttered to herself as she stripped off her jeans and underwear and stepped under the hot spray.

* * *

Feeling a mixture of excitement and sadness, Matt eased his Jeep into the driveway of his little rented bungalow in Cheyenne, less than a mile from the Sheriff’s office. The green siding was peeling, and the roof over the porch was starting to sag, but it was comfortable and affordable, and it had been home for the past eighteen months now. Or maybe he was just seeing everything through graduation goggles—now that the end was here, a new beginning fresh before him, it was easy to look back and see the good in things, to already understand how he’d miss those things now that he was moving on to something bigger and better.

Yeah. Definitely a case of graduation goggles. Because the past two years . . . well, they’d been shit.

The cheating wife—now ex-wife—who’d had an affair with a firefighter. Goddamn firefighters, rescuing kittens, making chili, and dumping water on shit while cops did all the hard, dangerous, unpleasant work to keep people safe.

The expensive divorce. He’d lost the house, and then Leah had come after him for alimony, which, thanks to his lawyer, she hadn’t gotten. Alimony. He snorted, just thinking about it. He’d rather give the money to the lawyer than to a woman who’d broken his heart and humiliated him in the process. He’d loved her once. Had thought they had a future together. Had wanted it all with her—the house with the garden and picket fence, the dog, the babies, the happily ever after. Turned out she hadn’t wanted any of that. At least, not with him. The last six months of their marriage, they’d fought almost constantly, and then she’d decided the solution to their problems was for her to find a fucking boyfriend.

Not that he was bitter.

And then there was getting shot. As he walked to his front door, his hand absently settled on the left side of his abdomen, over the ugly souvenir of a scar there that still ached occasionally. Some of the old anger rose up. How many firefighters got shot, for fuck’s sake? Certainly not the one fucking his wife, although Matt had been extremely tempted to remedy that.

Swallowing against the acrid taste in his mouth, he turned his key in the lock and pushed the front door open, stepping into his quiet, dark, nearly empty house. He flicked on the lights and took in the cardboard boxes that lined the walls, all neatly stacked and labeled, and the excitement began to outweigh the sadness. Most of the furniture was already gone, with the exception of a few key pieces, and the walls were bare. He was officially moving out and moving on.

It was about damn time.

He hadn’t dated much in the almost two years since he’d left Leah. He’d gone on a few dates here and there, had a handful of harmless one-night stands, but that was it. Nothing real. Nothing meaningful. At first, it was because he hadn’t been ready for anything real and meaningful. And then he’d started to doubt he was even capable of real and meaningful; maybe the scars from the divorce ran too deep. Now, it had been months since he’d dated or slept with anyone at all, preoccupied as he was with the career change and impending move from Cheyenne to Seattle.

He dropped his keys on the kitchen counter and headed for the fridge. A cone of light sliced across the worn and scarred linoleum, illuminating the meager contents of Matt’s fridge. He pulled out a pizza box and opened it, giving the slices a cautious sniff. He’d been so preoccupied with packing, tying up loose ends at work and getting ready to move that grocery shopping hadn’t been high on his list. Glancing at his watch, he grimaced. It was New Year’s Eve, and most of the food delivery places would be slammed. His stomach grumbled loudly, reminding him that he’d missed lunch, so he decided to take his chances with the pizza. As he closed the door on the microwave and hit the reheat button, his phone buzzed from the pocket of his jeans.

He sighed and leaned back against the counter when his twin brother’s name flashed across the screen. “Hey, Luke.”

“Hey. How was your last day?”

He shrugged, even though Luke couldn’t see him. “Fine, I guess. Definitely felt weird to hand in my badge and uniforms at the end of the day.”

“You’ll have a new badge soon enough. Do detectives wear uniforms?”

“Nope. Suits.” Every damn day. It was the only part of his new job he wasn’t excited about.

“So, listen, did you change your mind about tonight?”

“Uh . . .” To be honest, he hadn’t even thought about it. Last week, Luke and his new girlfriend Christie had invited him to join them for New Year’s Eve. They were going to the fancy bash at Spruce Ridge Resort, the ski lodge just outside of Centennial, about seventy miles away. He’d said maybe, knowing he probably wouldn’t want to go, but not wanting to hurt his brother’s feelings.

“Oh, come on. You’re seriously going to sit in that half-empty house, alone, on New Year’s Eve, and not spend time with your brother, who, may I remind you, you’re abandoning to move a thousand miles away?”

Matt dropped his eyes to the floor as guilt hit him in the stomach like a punch. “I’m not abandoning you,” he said, trying his best not to sound defensive. “This is a really good opportunity for me. I need this.”

“I know, and you deserve it. But it’s gonna suck not having you around.”

He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, pushing away from the counter when the microwave beeped. “I don’t want to crash your plans. No offense, but it’s pretty hard not to feel like a third wheel around you two.” Luke and Christie were still in the honeymoon phase of their relationship, and he didn’t want to be in the way, cramping their style.

“You’re not crashing our plans. I want to spend time with you before you leave. Is that so much to ask?”

He rubbed a hand over his face as guilt ate at him. He’d have to be a pretty big asshole to say no to that, even if he wasn’t really in a party mood. “What time?”

“We’ll pick you up in about thirty minutes. Oh, and wear a suit.”

Matt made a face. “Yup. See you later.”

Lukewarm, stale pizza in one hand, and a bottle of beer in the other, he sat on a stool next to the kitchen counter and flipped on the small flat-screen TV still mounted to the kitchen wall. It had come with the rental, so it was staying behind.

He cracked the cap off his beer and took a long pull just as an old Batman re-run starring Adam West filled the screen. Immediately, his blood warmed as his mind flashed back to Ellie. It struck him with an almost alarming clarity and certainty that she wasn’t the kind of woman you had a one-night stand with. She was the kind of woman you took to dinner, to the movies, on romantic dates, and home to meet your parents. She was the kind of woman you made love to, whose body you adored and explored, taking the time to learn exactly what she needed.

How he knew all of that after their brief interaction, he couldn’t say. He just did.

He took another long, deep pull on his beer and grabbed the remote, flipping away from Batman, willing himself to stop thinking of Ellie.

Chapter 3

“Here’s to Matt, Seattle’s newest robberies detective.” Luke’s girlfriend, Christie, raised her wine glass, smiling at him.

Matt raised his beer glass. “It’s actually called B&T. Burglaries and theft.”

“I was about to say we’re going to miss you, but now I’m not so sure, smart ass,” said Luke, and they all clinked glasses.

Matt laughed and sipped his beer. The party was in full swing around them. Tony Bennett was wafting from the speakers and up to the impressive cathedral ceiling, cedar beams crisscrossing each other in an intricate design. Tuxedoed waiters walked briskly throughout the room, moving back and forth between the clusters of square tables of two, four, or eight. Thick, cream-colored linens covered the tables, each topped with a poinsettia and a grouping of candles. The overhead lights were dim, and the room was illuminated instead with warm, soft lights shining up into the beams of the ceiling. A large fire crackled merrily from the fireplace nestled into the far wall. Despite his initial reluctance, he was glad he’d come. Unlike the New Year’s Eve parties he was used to, the atmosphere was decidedly adult, and the evening stretched ahead of him with a kind of anticipatory hope. This year would be a fresh start, and after the hell of the past two years, he was more than ready to move forward.

The windows lining the wall nearest him spread from floor to ceiling and looked out onto the brightly lit ski hills where small figures swished smoothly down the trails. He smiled to himself as light, fluffy snowflakes began to fall, drifting down like confetti and settling on the terrace outside the ballroom. Okay, maybe he would miss the snow. But only a little.

He cut into the steak the waiter had set down in front of him, and he closed his eyes briefly as the flavor of the tender meat hit his taste buds.

Damn. The steak alone was worth putting a suit on for.

“So when do we get to come visit you in Seattle?” asked Christie in her cute Southern accent, a piece of lobster dripping with butter on the end of her fork.

“Give me a few weeks to get settled, and then yeah. Come on out. Bring your umbrellas.”

“It sucks that you’re leaving, but I’m happy for you, man.” Luke clapped him on the shoulder. They were only twelve minutes apart in age, and they’d never lived more than twenty miles from each other. Leaving his brother, and his nephew, Luke’s eight-year-old son Ethan, behind, was the hardest part of the move. But they could come visit, and he needed a change.

A familiar, sweet laugh mingled with the music and he turned in his seat, heat prickling down his spine.

It was her. His Ellie, standing on the other side of the room near the bar, smiling and nodding at a man. But from her body language, Matt could tell she wasn’t interested in the conversation. Her shoulders were squared away from the guy, and she was listening politely, but she wasn’t engaged in what he was saying, not tilting her head, not leaning toward him. And yet the guy, who just kept talking and talking at her, didn’t seem to notice. Her long, blond hair hung in thick waves over her shoulders, and her lovely curves were emphasized by a blue dress that clung in all the right places.

Matt watched as the man put an arm around Ellie’s shoulders and spoke into her ear. He took in the rigid line of her spine, and the lightning speed and nervous laugh with which she extricated herself, pushing her sexy glasses back up her nose. Her eyes darted around the room, as if she were searching for an escape.

Before he was even fully aware of what he was doing, he’d pushed his chair back from the table.

* * *

God. Lionel Hutz would’ve been better. Granted, just about anyone would’ve been better than Baron von Grabbyhands, but still. Yikes.

“And that’s the great thing about the law, you know?” It was a question, but Victor didn’t wait for her to respond, barreling into a story about how many billable hours he’d racked up over the past year. Ellie smiled and nodded, staring vacantly at his constantly moving mouth. He really was attractive. Swoopy blond hair, strong jaw, nice teeth. Tall. Big hands. All things she typically liked, but Victor was so incredibly self-absorbed that his personality ruined the entire package. With the right costume, he could’ve done a fair impression of Westley from The Princess Bride. Until he opened his mouth, at least. He’d dominated the conversation over dinner as well, and even though Lauren had valiantly tried to steer the conversation back into more inclusive waters, her efforts had been in vain. By the end of the meal, Ellie had given up trying to participate in the conversation, sitting back to enjoy her dinner and the party around her while Trevor kept shooting her apologetic smiles.

“Don’t you think?” Victor asked, touching her arm.

Almost unconsciously, she shrugged and moved her arm away from him. “Uh huh. Yep.” She nodded and he looped an arm around her and pulled her toward him. She took a step back and scanned the room, praying for Lauren or Trevor or someone to come bail her out. She’d already used the ladies’ room excuse. Twice. He reached for her hand and she moved it away, brushing an imaginary piece of lint off her dress.

“You know what I like about running Crossing the Streams?” she asked, changing the subject.

He took a sip of his scotch and squinted at her, as though he were unsure what to do now that the conversation had moved away from his interests. “That you get to do what most people would consider a hobby for a living?”

She frowned, opening and closing her mouth, not knowing what to say, when suddenly a strong arm slid around her waist. Her mouth went dry and her stomach exploded with butterflies as she found herself hip-to-hip and face-to-face with Matt. Matt, who had traded his tan police uniform for a dark blue suit, paired with a light blue shirt and silver tie that emphasized the startlingly bright blue of his eyes. A smile creased his face, and the nerve endings in her body buzzed with awareness as he pulled her a little closer and pressed a gentle kiss to her temple. Spots danced in front of her eyes, and she willed her body to behave. It was amazing, the sharp contrast in the way she responded to Matt’s touch compared to Victor’s. It was like comparing chocolate to cabbage; both were food, but that’s where the similarities ended.

“There you are. I’ve been looking for you.” Matt winked at her, leaving his arm around her waist, which was just fine with her. She steeled herself against swaying into him and running her hands over his wide chest, which seemed to be what every single cell in her body wanted her to do.

Victor frowned and pointed a finger at Matt. “You know him?”

A lightness filled her and she smiled at Victor. “I do. This is Matt, and I owe him a drink.” She turned her gaze to Matt, whose fingers flexed into her waist, just slightly, and heat curled over her hips and down her thighs.

He held up the half-empty beer glass in his free hand. “I already have a drink, but I’ll take a dance.” He tipped his head at Victor. “It was nice meeting you.” Without waiting for Victor’s response, he led her away through the crowd and toward the dance floor. He deposited his beer on a passing waiter’s tray before spinning her into him, tightening his arm around her waist and scooping up her hand in his. Tentatively, she slid her tingling palm up his arm and over his shoulder as her mind spun, scrambling for something to say. God, he made her feel so . . . so what?

Hot. And bothered. Like she was going to jump out of her skin. Anxious and nervous, but in a deliciously exhilarating way.

“So that’s twice now,” she managed, trying not to stare at his face, at the way the shadows danced over his cheekbones and jaw. He had short, dark-blond hair, stick straight, thick, and soft looking, which had been hidden under his police hat earlier that day.

He dipped his head down so he could hear her better, and the desire to bury her face in his neck nearly overwhelmed her. He smelled so good, like pine and warmth and man. A throb she hadn’t felt in a long time pulsed between her legs.

“Twice what?” He arched an eyebrow.

“That you’ve bailed me out. Are snowbanks and blind dates your specialty?”

“Just doing my job, miss.” He winked at her again and her anxiety ratcheted up another notch as the realization that he was exactly the type of guy she’d promised herself she was going to avoid pushed into her brain. Ridiculously good looking. Stupidly charming.

But she couldn’t resist flirting with him. “Is this the serving part or the protecting part?”

“Little of both. Protecting you from boredom while serving my own interests.” The upbeat Frank Sinatra tune faded into a much slower one, Ella Fitzgerald’s voice floating over the crowd.

“And what exactly are your interests?” Because surely Matt wasn’t really interested in her. God knew she’d be better off if he wasn’t, because he was not safe. Sweet as he seemed, he was exactly the type who would leave her feeling empty and alone. Lacking and insufficient. He was too hot, too charming, too . . . everything for her.

The corners of his mouth quirked up in a half-smile. “You, Ellie, are my main interest right now.” He lowered his head even further, and his breath brushed across her ear as he spoke. “I couldn’t believe my luck when I saw you here tonight.”

Her pulse pounded in her ears, blood rushing through her veins as a surge of adrenaline shook her to her core. “What do you mean?”

“Digging your car out, I dreamt up a whole bunch of different ways to ask you out.”

“You did?” She couldn’t keep the incredulity out of her voice. She thought she’d felt a connection, but she’d been unsure, and a surge of victory charged through her, inflating her confidence and chasing away some of her anxiety. God, he seemed so damned sincere. “What stopped you?”

He looked away, his long lashes casting shadows on his cheeks. A hint of something she couldn’t quite put her finger on chased across his features, disappearing as quickly as it had come. He exhaled through his nose and smiled again, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Not very professional to hit on ladies stranded at the side of the road.”

She nodded slowly. “But hitting on ladies stranded on a disastrous blind date is peachy keen?”

He leaned back, humor dancing in his eyes. “Peachy keen?”

“Um . . .” It was all she could come up with before his lips brushed across her cheek, sending sparks shooting through her. His fingers teased along the small of her back, and pleasure flared all the way up her spine to the base of her skull.

Oh, God, was she in trouble.

* * *

Matt’s conscience screamed at him to hit the brakes. What the hell did he think he was doing? He’d swooped in, stolen her away from her date and was now dancing with her, holding her warm, soft body against his and wondering how long he had to wait to kiss her. Midnight was still a couple of hours away, and he didn’t know if he could hold out that long. Pressed against her as he was, inhaling her scent of vanilla and cinnamon, he seriously doubted it. He closed his eyes briefly, stuffing down the urge to kiss her neck.

He didn’t know what to do. Now, even more so than before, he knew he couldn’t have a one-night stand with her. She didn’t deserve that, and based on the cautious desire he saw shining in her eyes, he was pretty sure a one-night stand wasn’t what she had in mind. Disappointment—in himself, in the shittiness of their timing—wrapped itself around his heart.

The music changed again, the slow song ending and giving way to a more upbeat Motown tune. He and Ellie stopped moving to the music, but neither one moved to let go of the other. He fought with himself, a tug of war between his conscience and his . . . well, every other part of him. He couldn’t explain it, but he just wanted her. To be around her, to touch her, to know her. It was both the simplest and most complicated feeling. Something about her had grabbed him from the moment he’d laid eyes on her, and it wasn’t letting go.

“Thanks for saving me,” she said. “Again.”

“You’re welcome. Again.”

She bit her lip and looked at him, gratitude and something much deeper softening her features, and against his better judgment he jumped in with both feet. As soon as he did it, he knew it had always been what was going to happen.

“Who are you here with? Besides, uh, Mr. Fantastic, of course.”

She laughed, the sound tugging at his chest. “My friend and her boyfriend. Playing third wheel, as usual.”

“Hey! Me too.”

“Oh, yeah?” Her eyes widened slightly, a wide smile showing off her full lips.

“Yeah. My brother and his girlfriend.” He tipped his head in the direction of their table, where, he noticed, they were watching him with intense interest.

“Third wheels unite,” she said, and pulled her hand out of his. She clenched her fist and raised it, and he obliged, fist bumping her. And then, just when he couldn’t have been any more fucking smitten (a word that never, in his thirty-three years had ever applied to him) with her, she made an explosion sound effect and popped her fist open.

She caught him staring at her. “It only counts if you explode it.”

“Right.” Through the smile threatening to split his face in two, he made his own explosion sound effect and splayed his fingers. Before dropping his hand, he caught hers, weaving their fingers together. He took a deep breath, and when he opened his mouth, his words tumbled out in a rush. “Ellie, I’d love to buy you a drink and get to know you. Talk. Maybe dance some more. That okay with you? I mean, I know you’re here with your friends . . .” He shrugged.

Her eyes crinkled behind her glasses as she smiled, warm and wide. “Let’s do it.”

As he led her through the crowd to the bar, he expelled the breath he’d been holding. “So that was a blind date, huh?”

She leaned forward against the bar, her elbows resting on the gleaming dark wood. “Yep. What gave away that it wasn’t going well?”

He shrugged and raised a hand to get the bartender’s attention. “You.”

“Me?” She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and his fingers tingled, wanting to find out if her hair was as silky to the touch as it looked. “What do you mean?”

“Glass of wine?” he asked. She nodded and he ordered their drinks before answering her question. “Your body language. You were turned away from him, and you kept looking around the room. When he tried to touch you, you politely kept your distance. Stuff like that.”

“Jeez. You should be a detective or something.” She smiled and picked up her wine glass, clinking it against his beer in thanks.

Guilt socked him right in the gut, and he tried to tamp it down with a big swallow of his beer.

“Hey, there you are. I’m so, so sorry about Victor. I had no idea he’d turn out to be such an ass.” An attractive woman had appeared beside Ellie, her hand on Ellie’s shoulder. Matt leaned forward, listening with interest.

“I think ass is maybe too kind.” Ellie rolled her eyes, and a possessive kind of pride swelled in Matt’s chest.

The woman’s eyes landed on him, and bright curiosity lit up her face. She extended her hand. “Hi, I’m Ellie’s friend Lauren.”

He shook her hand. “Nice to meet you. Matt Grayson.”

“Matt’s the police officer I told you about. The one who helped me out of the snowbank.” Ellie smiled at him, an adorable twist of her mouth to one side that made him instantly want to kiss her.

You can’t kiss her until you tell her the truth. Doing it the other way around would be wrong.

“Hey, Matt. Making friends?” Christie came up beside him, giving his arm a friendly squeeze. He didn’t miss the way Ellie’s eyes tracked the movement, a flicker of worry creasing her brow, just for a second, and damn if that didn’t make him feel ten-feet tall.

“This is Lauren, and this is Ellie. This is Christie, my brother’s girlfriend.” As they all greeted each other, he saw Luke signaling to him, trying to catch his attention. He’d secured a larger table and was waving everyone over. Luke had always been more social than Matt, and he smiled wistfully as he remembered how annoying Luke had been when they were kids, always up for a party. He was going to fucking miss him.

As they all made their way to the table, drinks in hand, he checked his watch. It wasn’t even ten yet. He still had time. But he had to tell her. She deserved to know the truth.

Before midnight, he promised himself.

Chapter 4

As they settled in at the table, it hit Matt that this could be a terrible idea. It would be unfair to Ellie if Luke or Christie spilled the beans about his move before he had the chance to tell her himself. She didn’t deserve to find out that way.

Ellie sat down beside him, and her movements stilled as she shook hands with Luke, her eyes zipping back and forth between him and Matt.

“You’re identical?” she asked, still looking back and forth between them.

“Yep.” Luke and Matt answered at the same time, in the exact same tone of voice. Luke leaned forward. “But I’m twelve minutes older.” Twelve minutes older, and easily distinguishable from Matt with his longer hair and permanent stubble.

Ellie laughed. “Good to know.”

He sat back in his seat, taking a deep breath. What, exactly, was he hoping to accomplish here? He’d already determined that Ellie wasn’t the kind of woman he could have a one-night stand with. He rubbed his chest as he thought of what it would be like to have her and then walk away the next morning.

Thankfully, Trevor and Christie had discovered that they’d both gone to Tulane, and for now, the conversation was safely away from the topic of Seattle. Under the table, Ellie’s fingers laced with his, and he could’ve sworn that his heart literally skipped a beat. Shit. What was happening to him? He was buzzing, floating, and it had nothing to do with alcohol. He’d only had the one beer, and he pushed his glass away, not wanting more. He didn’t want anything about this night to be fuzzy. He wanted to remember every single minute, every single second, every look, every gesture. Every touch. Wanted it all imprinted on his brain, because something was happening tonight. Something rare and impossible to explain.

The conversation at the table continued, but he wasn’t paying attention. His sole focus was the feel of Ellie’s fingers between his, her small palm flush and warm against his. God, he wanted her. He couldn’t even fully explain why. Yes, she was pretty and cute and sweet. Funny and charming in a very accidental way. But it was more than that. There was something about her that made him feel awake and alive for the first time in—well, in years.

He was half-hard just thinking about falling into bed with her.

Trevor stopped mid-sentence as Victor lurched toward their table.

“Hope you’re enjoying my date,” he slurred, his eyes stabbing daggers at Matt. Then he cut his eyes to Ellie. “I wouldn’t have tried so hard if I’d known you were this easy.”

Matt slowly rose to his feet, not wanting to start a fight, but no fucking way was he going to let someone talk to his Ellie like he owned her.

And yet you keep thinking of her as your Ellie and you barely know her.

It didn’t feel like he barely knew her. Not at all. Which was both confusing and exciting at the same time.

“You had a date, and it didn’t go well. End of story.” Matt shoved his hands in his pockets, clenching them into fists.

“It was going fine until you pounced. What’s wrong with you? Find your own date.” Victor’s hand landed on Ellie’s shoulder, and she shrugged away from him. Trevor stood and placed a hand on Victor’s back, clapping him in mock affection, a forced smile on his face. “Come on, Vic. Let’s go have a drink.”

“I don’t want to have a drink. I want my date back, which was going perfectly fine until this asshole barged in.” He shoved a finger in Matt’s direction, spittle flying as he spat the words out.

“It was not going well.” Ellie spun in her seat to face Victor. “Like, really, really not.”

“You were with me,” said Victor, his words dripping with malice and frustration. “I bought your drinks. You owe me.”

“She doesn’t owe you anything,” said Matt, stepping up to Victor, leaving only inches between them.

“Fucking bitch led me on.” He pointed angrily at Ellie, whose face had gone white.

“All right. Wrap it up. You’re done here.” Matt kept his voice calm and level, calling on his years of experience dealing with creeps just like Victor.

Victor shoved him in the chest, hard, but Matt had braced himself, half expecting it.

“You’re done!” The music had stopped, and people were swiveling their heads to watch the drama unfolding. Again, nothing Matt wasn’t used to. Cops tended to attract attention. Victor shoved Matt again, harder this time, and he stumbled back into the table, toppling over drinks and sending a wine glass rolling to the floor with a smash.

“Come on!” The veins in Victor’s neck and forehead stood out, frustrated rage coursing off of him in waves. He turned his red face toward Ellie. “He’s not even fucking fighting for you! Not that you’re worth it.” And then Victor took a swing.

Completely in control, Matt stepped out of the way and grabbed Victor’s arm, twisting it behind him and slamming his upper body down onto the table as if it were the hood of a cruiser. “Enough.”

“I can make your life miserable. Do you have any idea who my father is?” Victor practically shrieked, but his voice came out muffled as Matt pressed his hand into the back of Victor’s head, which was turned sideways, his face smushed into the table.

“No. Why? Your mom didn’t tell you?”

Victor’s face purpled, and Matt saw Ellie’s hand fly to her mouth as she stifled a laugh. He cocked his head at the quickly approaching security guards as Trevor apologized profusely to Ellie for setting her up with such a douchebag. For a split second, he worried they might kick both him and Victor out, but everything was sorted out quickly, with everyone at their table vouching for Matt and making it clear he’d only been acting in self-defense. It helped that he hadn’t actually hurt Victor. Not physically at least, but his pride had definitely taken a hit.

* * *

Holy crap. Calm, in control, and protective, Matt was unbelievably hot. As the security guards escorted Victor out, the music resumed and people picked up where they left off, as if some giant, cosmic “un-pause” button had been hit. Adjusting his suit jacket, Matt sat back down beside her as though nothing had happened.

He reached out and smoothed a strand of hair away from her eyes, heat trailing over her skin where he touched her. “Are you okay?”

“Yes.” She blew out a breath, releasing the tension in her muscles. “I’m sorry about him.”

“You have nothing to apologize for.” He dropped his hand below the table and gave her knee a squeeze. Her knee, which was apparently an erogenous zone now, because a current of electricity was arcing between where he touched her and her core, and she knew she was wet. For him. Because of him.

So unsafe. Bad idea. Bad Ellie.

“I’ve never had a guy go all Conan the Barbarian for me like that before.”

His eyebrows shot up, and he laughed. “I find that hard to believe.”

“Why?”

He draped an arm over the back of her chair and leaned in closer. She could feel the eyes of everyone at their table on them, but she was too turned on to care.

“Are you fishing for a compliment?” The corner of his mouth turned up, humor flashing in his eyes.

She licked her lips and swallowed thickly. “I . . . no. Not fishing.” Awareness beat through her body, concentrated in her lips, her fingertips, and between her legs. God, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this turned on just from being around someone. “Besides. I left my pole at home.” She took a sip of her wine.

He winked. “Good thing I brought mine.”

She inhaled a lungful of wine, sputtering and coughing. She thumped herself on the chest, trying to breathe, rapidly blinking away the tears welling in her eyes.

This man was going to kill her. If she didn’t keel over from a heart attack brought on by the palpitations she kept experiencing, she’d choke on her drink. Death by chardonnay. Sounded like a cozy British mystery.

He squeezed her knee again and then rubbed his thumb in circles over her kneecap. Warm tingles erupted over her skin.

“You didn’t answer my question,” she managed to croak out.

A self-satisfied grin played across his lips. “The erection joke didn’t get my point across?” She felt herself blush, because now she was thinking of Matt’s erection, and it was rendering her completely stupid with lust.

He shook his head. “What kind of losers have you been dating?”

“You know, you’re the second person to ask me that today.”

“Bears thinking about then, doesn’t it?”

She stared at him, drinking him in, still not fully able to believe this was all real. Her phone buzzed in her clutch and she eased away from him, fishing it out.

Lauren: OMG. He is sex on a stick! Why aren’t you dancing with him?!?!

She locked eyes with Lauren, who wiggled her eyebrows suggestively from across the table, and Ellie stifled a giggle. Sex on a stick. Yep. That was Matt, all right. She glanced back at him, and he was watching her with open interest. He made her feel greedy, and she didn’t want to share him with anyone. Not Lauren, not Trevor. Not even his own family. She wanted him all to herself, like a box of chocolate she should share, but couldn’t. Even if eating the whole thing by herself would leave her with a stomachache. As Van Morrison’s “Crazy Love” began playing, she stood up. “Dance with me?”

A huge smile spread across his face, and he stood. “Of course.” He ushered her to the dance floor with his hand on the small of her back, guiding her through the crowd, before smoothly pulling her into his arms, holding her a bit tighter and a bit closer than when they’d danced before. This time, though, they didn’t speak. As they swayed to the music, their bodies aligned, they simply looked at each other, and she was sure that the lust, the happiness, the tiny shadow of incredulity she saw in Matt’s eyes was mirrored back to him in her own. She flexed her fingers into him, and he closed his eyes, just for a second.

It was one of those movie-perfect moments, and she didn’t want it to end.

The music changed to a much faster Jackson 5 tune, and she shrieked with laughter as he spun her out and then back into him, before starting to dance.

And she thought she’d felt like an inadequate dork before. Because now Matt was busting out some seriously good dance moves. Not over the top, Backstreet Boy-worthy moves, but good. Really good, and right then, she knew. She was going to sleep with him tonight. If he wanted her. And she was pretty sure he did, for some reason.

The party continued, and Ellie could’ve sworn that the festive, hopeful, buoyant atmosphere only grew and expanded as the night went on. As she danced with Matt, flirting and laughing and falling—oh, God, could that even be possible?—a sparkling sense of hope and anticipation spiraled through her, filling her heart so full that it took up all of the available space in her chest.

Hopefully, this was a sign that the year of Ellie was off to a roaring start.

* * *

Between songs, Matt slipped an arm around Ellie’s waist and pulled her to him, pressing a kiss to her temple and breathing in her soft warmth. Savoring and memorizing. Before it was too late. He knew the clock was ticking, and time was running out. He’d lost track of how many songs they’d danced to. The night was flying by way too fast, and midnight was rushing at him like a freight train.

A slow song came on and Ellie slid into his arms as if she belonged there, as if it were the most natural thing in the world for her to do.

She deserved to know, especially if she was feeling even a fraction of what he was. She pressed into him and nuzzled her face into his neck. His heart slammed into his stomach.

“I want to show you something.” He spoke the words against her ear.

She pulled back and smiled up at him, her eyes almost the same sparkling color as champagne. “Oh yeah? What?”

He smiled. “You’ll see.” He didn’t want to tell her with all of these people around.

Or maybe he just wanted her all to himself.

“Ooh, I love surprises!”

Somehow, he doubted she’d love his. He took her hand in his and led her through the crowd, Ellie trailing behind him as they cut a swath through the dancing partygoers. She traced her thumb in circles over his palm, and even though the contact was innocent enough, he felt a tug low in his stomach and his cock stirred in his pants. Jesus, he wanted her. He had absolutely no right to want her, and chances were she’d want nothing to do with him after he told her about Seattle, but still. He wanted her with an intensity he hadn’t felt in a long time. Years. Maybe ever.

Fuck.

They stepped out into the hall, the rush of party noise fading away, and he led her to a stairwell. She stopped for a second, shooting him a wicked grin as she slipped a champagne bottle from an open box against the wall. He glanced around before pushing the door to the stairwell open and ushering her in.

“Where are we going?” Her voice echoed against the concrete of the stark, bland stairwell. He spun to face her, letting go of her hand and suddenly feeling at loose ends for the lack of contact. She clutched the champagne bottle in one hand, the other planted firmly on her hip. Her lusciously curved hip. God, she was so sexy, and she had no idea. No idea how achingly lovely she was. No idea how much she turned him on. No idea how alive and scared and awake she made him feel.

“The roof.”

“The roof?” Her eyebrows shot up over her glasses.

“Yeah. The view’s incredible.”

“You know this how?”

“There was a robbery here when the place was still under construction. A bunch of building supplies got jacked, and the Laramie County Sheriff helped with the investigation because the thieves were wanted in Cheyenne for similar thefts.”

She smiled playfully, her lips quirking. “And you expect me to climb exactly how many flights of stairs in these heels? My feet are already sore from all that dancing.”

Right. Her shoes. He hadn’t even thought of that.

He shook his head. “I would never. I’ll give you a lift.” He turned his back to her, crouching down slightly. “Hop on.”

“You’re going to piggy back me up the stairs?”

“That’s the idea.”

“What if you drop me?”

“I promise I won’t drop you.” He glanced back over his shoulder at her.

Biting her lip, she stepped toward him. “Okay. If you promise.” Tentatively, she put her weight against him before hopping on his back, her legs wrapping around his waist. She felt so good against him, causing heated visions of exploring every inch of her body to explode in his mind, his cock once again perking up in his pants. Her breasts pressed against his back, and he almost groaned. He took a breath and then started up the stairs, Ellie’s hair falling forward and tickling his neck.

Matt pushed open the door to the roof, his heart hammering in his chest, partly from the exertion, and partly from having Ellie draped over him. A blast of cold air swirled around them, and he set her gently down on the threshold. Shrugging out of his jacket, he draped it over her shoulders, his hands lingering on the lapels. It would’ve been the easiest thing in the world to pull her into him and kiss her until neither of them could breathe, but he’d promised himself. The truth before midnight, and no kissing before the truth.

Several inches of snow covered the small, flat surface of the roof onto which they’d emerged. Most of the resort’s roof was steep and angled, but there were a few spots where a flat surface was necessary to accommodate the HVAC system, and this was one of them. The ski hills glimmered before them, and Matt lifted her back onto his back so that she wouldn’t have to walk through the snow in her heels.

“This is beautiful,” she breathed. Snow clouds filled the sky, obscuring the stars, but giving the expanse of black a soft, velvety feel. Matt eased the champagne bottle from her hand and laid it carefully in the snow, the white flakes stark against the bright orange label. She sighed happily and kissed the back of his neck, causing all of the hairs there to stand at attention, much like another part of him.

Just when the moment couldn’t have felt any more pristine, it started to snow, light, fluffy flakes drifting lazily down around them. He felt Ellie tip her head back, and she laughed, her arms secure around his shoulders, as the falling snowflakes danced like a kaleidoscope around them. The happiness filling his chest warred with the heavy weight of dread sitting in his stomach. The pure perfection of the moment pressed uncomfortably against the knowledge that he was moving a thousand miles away. In three days.

Matt’s chest tightened. What was happening? Because it sure as hell felt like he was falling for a woman he’d only known for a few hours. It defied logic, but he couldn’t deny that there was something about Ellie that felt . . . well, perfect. In a way no woman had ever felt before. He wasn’t ready to face midnight and what it would mean for them.

He eased her to the ground and picked up the champagne bottle, dusting the snow off of it. Levity. He needed levity. Holding it up in one hand, he shot her a teasing smile. “This is stolen property. You’re a bad girl, Ellie.”

She bit her lip, smiling coyly. “Oh yeah, I’m trouble.” She laughed, rolling her eyes. Taking the bottle from him, she peeled back the foil and started wiggling the cork free.

“Maybe I’ll have to frisk you.”

She squeaked and her hand tightened around the cork, jerking it free and sending foaming champagne spurting suggestively over her hands. “Oops.”

“Better you than me,” said Matt, loving the way she blushed all the way from her neck to the tips of her ears.

She took a healthy swig from the bottle before passing it to him, and he did the same, watching as she shook the champagne off of her hands. For several minutes, they passed the champagne back and forth, and he lost himself in the scenery and the company. All too soon the moment was shattered as the sound of hundreds of voices shouting in unison pierced the night air.

“20 . . . 19 . . .”

No! It couldn’t be midnight already. A surge of panic rushed through him, his limbs tingling like he’d been struck by lightning. Matt turned to Ellie, his heart pressing up into his throat. “I have to tell you something.”

She cocked her head and pulled his jacket tight around her. “Okay.” A hint of apprehension flashed in her eyes, and guilt ate at him. He should’ve told her sooner. He was an asshole to have let things go this far.

He took a deep breath.

“10 . . . 9 . . .”

“I’m moving. To Seattle. In three days.”

Her mouth gaped open, her eyes wide and shining with disappointment he knew he’d put there. A single snowflake landed on her cheek and melted instantly.

“3 . . . 2 . . .”

It was over.

Chapter 5

“3 . . . 2 . . .”

The past few hours with Matt had been the most perfect hours of Ellie’s entire life. And now . . . what? He was leaving? Moving several states away? A band of pain clamped around her heart like a vice. How could it be that only minutes ago they’d been laughing, and drinking stolen champagne as impossibly light, fluffy snowflakes fell around them? That reality and this one didn’t fit together.

Matt’s eyes locked on hers, their blue depths solemn.

“Happy New Year!”

As fireworks exploded and shimmered over the ski hill, she did the only thing that felt right. Closing the small distance that separated them, she cupped Matt’s face in her hands and kissed him. Matt responded immediately, returning her kiss and fisting a hand in her hair, as though he were scared she’d change her mind and pull away. He wrapped his other arm around her and pulled her tight against him, deepening the kiss. As his tongue slid against hers, every cell in her body threatened to explode with lust. She moved her lips against his and a thrill shot through her. His mouth, his kiss, was everything she’d hoped it would be: hot and delicious and perfect. She’d been aching to know what his mouth would feel like all night, and it was easily a million times better than she’d imagined.

He caught her bottom lip between his, sucking gently before caressing her tongue with his again. A current of need raced from her mouth to where she suddenly felt empty, throbbing and aching for him. Holy hell, could he kiss. His lips felt incredible against hers, warm and gentle and soft. And he tasted so good, like champagne and mint. She could kiss him forever, and it would never be enough. Pleasure raced through her, raising goose bumps on her skin that had nothing to do with the cold.

She broke the kiss, and he pressed his forehead to hers, his breathing heavy. The heat shining in his blue eyes was unmistakable.

“I needed to know.” Her voice shook, and she was surprised she could speak around the jumble of emotions churning through her.

“Know what?”

“If this is real.”

“That sure as hell felt real to me.” There was a roughness to his voice, and the idea that she’d done that to him thrilled her.

“Me too.”

“Shit.” Matt’s quiet curse hung between them, and he sighed and moved away, tension and sadness and lust all warring across his gorgeous face.

For Ellie, it didn’t matter that they had no future, that they only had tonight. She was already his, and tonight she would happily follow him into whatever beautiful unknown he wanted to share with her. As if she had any other choice.

“I want . . .” She stumbled over the words as fear threatened to choke her. This was exactly the kind of situation she’d promised herself she would avoid. But looking at him, she couldn’t stop herself from speaking. “I want to be with you.” Because, dammit, she did. The idea of walking away from him right now and not spending every single second they had reveling in this connection was inconceivable. Unfathomable.

“Ellie, I can’t give you what you want.” He rubbed a hand over his mouth.

“But what I want is you. Even if it’s just for tonight. I want tonight.”

“Fuck.” And then his mouth was on hers again, hungrier and more desperate than before. She moaned softly, and he tightened his grip on her. She gasped when she felt how spectacularly hard he was. Hard and . . . Jesus, that couldn’t all be him, could it? Caressing his tongue with hers, she rocked her hips against him and was rewarded with a low groan.

She pulled away, kissing down his neck. “Let’s just . . . not think, okay? Let’s just enjoy this for what it is. Because I’m having a lot of fun.” She nipped at his skin as she spoke, and he sucked in a sharp breath when she drew her lips over the spot where his jaw met his ear.

“I’m definitely having a lot of fun.” His lips brushed the shell of her ear as he spoke, sending delicious shivers coursing over her skin. “And we’re not even naked yet.”

She swayed into him as her bones turned to Jell-O. Oh, God. Naked. With Matt.

Yes, please.

“Then let’s keep having fun. Okay?” She looked up at him, squashing down the sadness that she couldn’t keep him. She didn’t have time to feel sad. Not if she was going to enjoy every second with Matt.

“Okay.” He scooped her up in his arms, cradling her against his chest, and kissed her again, each kiss hotter and deeper and more urgent than the last, and she knew he was fighting down the same sadness she was, kissing her like a man who had no time to waste.

As she melted into him, she knew that this was going to really hurt, but right now, with Matt’s arms around her, his lips moving against hers and sending heat spiraling through her, all she cared about was living in this moment with him and savoring what had so far been the best night of her life. She was jumping out of a plane without a parachute, and it wasn’t the fall that was going to kill her. No, the fall would be exhilarating and thrilling. It was the sudden stop that would do her in.

“You’re cold.” Matt spoke the words against her mouth, as though he couldn’t bring himself to completely sever the contact.

He was wrong. She was burning for him.

“Can we go to your room?” he asked. She nodded, but a realization zapped through her.

Oh, shit. Well. This could put a damper on their night. “I don’t have any condoms.” She bit her lip and looked up at him.

He laughed. “I’ve got it covered. Don’t worry.” He grabbed the champagne bottle from where it sat in the snow and began walking them toward the door.

“So, what? You just bring condoms with you everywhere you go?” Suddenly the image of Matt sleeping with some random woman infiltrated her brain, and she blinked quickly, wanting it gone.

“No. But I happen to know my brother has a stash.”

“Thank God.”

He set her down and twined his hand with hers as they started down the stairs, his free hand wrapped around the neck of the champagne bottle. “We could’ve done other stuff.”

“I don’t think it would’ve been enough.” As if the possibility of them not having sex was at all legitimate.

“Luckily, we don’t have to find out. What’s your room number? I’ll meet you there in five.”

She told him, and he handed her the champagne bottle and then adjusted his jacket around her shoulders. “I like how that looks on you.”

Truth be told, she liked it too. Not because of how it looked, but because it smelled like him. The idea that she could wrap herself in his warm, foresty scent was extremely appealing. Matt’s hands trailed down to the jacket’s lapels, and he pulled her close, brushing his lips over hers in a whisper of a kiss. She trembled slightly and pressed her face into his neck, inhaling his Matt-scent.

“Ellie.” His voice was quiet. “If you don’t want to do this, I understand.” He slipped a hand under her chin and tilted her face up to his. Concern furrowed his brow.

“No, I do. I’m just . . . trying to implant this in my memory. You know?”

He nodded, tucking a lock of her hair behind her ear. “I know.” Sighing, he stepped away from her. “Five minutes.”

“I’ll start my timer.”

“Are you going to punish me if I’m late?” A wickedly sexy grin stretched across his mouth, and she blushed as her mind conjured up the various ways she could punish Matt. Her favorite was the image of tying Matt’s wrists to the bedpost while she tasted and explored every inch of his skin. Ooh, maybe he’d brought his handcuffs with him . . .

“Don’t tempt me, officer.”

“Actually, it’s detective. Or, at least, it will be soon.”

“Is that why you’re moving to Seattle?” At the mention of Seattle, the lightness of the moment shifted, giving way to something much more sober.

He nodded, shoved his hands in his pockets and pushed open the door of the stairwell with his shoulder, a swath of light slicing across her feet. She mulled things over as she slowly descended the stairs, her hand skimming over the metal railing.

It didn’t matter how well things went tonight. There was nothing she could do or say to try to convince him to stay. He was moving for a job. She couldn’t ask him to give that up for . . . what, exactly? She didn’t even know. And for a long-distance relationship to work, there had to be a foundation to build on. She’d known him for less than eight hours. That wasn’t a foundation. That wasn’t even a blueprint. She shook her head and forced herself to smile, reminding herself that there wasn’t time to feel sad. Hell, there was barely even time to think. She was going to enjoy this. She’d start playing it safe tomorrow. That wouldn’t count as breaking her resolution, would it? At the memory of Matt’s mouth on hers, she couldn’t bring herself to care. She had a feeling her crappy sex streak was about to end, because if the connection she felt with him translated as she hoped it would between the sheets, she was in for one hell of a night.

* * *

Matt’s pulse throbbed in his neck as he knocked on Ellie’s door, holding his breath as he waited for her to answer. He felt keyed up, tense, like he was going to burst out of his own skin. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d wanted a woman the way he wanted Ellie right now. Wanted her and needed her. Clenching his jaw, he shoved down the bittersweet current sweeping through him.

She flung open the door so hard, she almost stumbled forward. Some of the pink had faded from her cheeks, and she chewed on her bottom lip as she stared at him. “Did you find them?” she asked.

Smiling, he stepped into the room, and as the door latched closed behind him, pulled the strip of condoms he’d taken from Luke’s shaving kit out of his pocket.

Ellie’s eyes widened. “Do you . . .” She swallowed and licked her lips. “Do you think we’ll need all of those?”

“God, I hope so.”

Her eyes locked on his, and for a heartbeat, they just stared. And then it was like something snapped, and they were kissing again, a current of urgency arcing between them. He slid his tie free of his collar and yanked his shirt out of his pants as Ellie’s fingers began working on the top buttons. Eager to feel his skin against hers, he unfastened the buttons starting from the bottom, meeting her hands somewhere around his sternum. He shrugged out of the shirt and let it fall to the floor before circling his hands around her ribcage and finding the zipper at the back of her dress. Tugging on the pull, he eased the zipper down, and before he’d even reached the bottom, she broke the kiss so she could push the straps over her shoulders. Clearly, she was as eager for this as he was.

But then she stopped, going very still as her eyes raked over his chest. “Oh, wow.” Her voice came out as a breathy whisper as she reached out a hand, skimming her fingers over his right arm and the nature-themed sleeve tattoo that started with the sun on his shoulder and flowed down into mountains with a stream running through them, and ended in a row of pure, black pines around his forearm. “Oh, Matt. This is . . .” Her hands moved to the intricately detailed compass over his heart. “So gorgeous. I wasn’t expecting this.” She traced her fingers over his bare back and the oak tree on his shoulder blade.

“Because I’m a cop?” He wasn’t offended or surprised. This wasn’t the first time he’d had this reaction to his ink.

“Well, I . . . yeah. I guess so. Do they have a meaning?”

He reached out and skimmed a hand over her neck and down to her collarbone before easing her dress down until it was a puddle of fabric at her feet. “I’ll tell you after.”

“Right. The sex.”

“Unless you’ve changed your mind.” He wouldn’t blame her if she had, considering all he had to offer her was tonight.

“I feel like you keep expecting me to.” Before he could respond, she reached behind her and unhooked her bra, and her mouthwatering breasts spilled free. Taking one of his hands in hers, she laid his palm against her hardened nipple. “I’m not changing my mind. Matt, I want this. I want you. For as long as I can have you.”

His heart caught in his throat at her words. “I want that too.” He kissed her again and caressed his hands over her breasts, teasing his knuckles over her nipples before sliding his hands down over her stomach, then to her round, incredibly sexy ass. Cupping her cheeks, he lifted her against him, and her legs wound around his waist. He walked them to the bed, and he groaned as she writhed against him. He could feel the heat emanating from between her legs against his stomach, and the need to bury himself inside her almost overwhelmed him. They crashed down onto the bed together, a tangle of flesh and limbs, mouths still tasting and exploring. Each time the kiss broke, something hitched in his chest, and he instantly missed the contact, the connection with her.

And how do you think it’s going to feel tomorrow, when you leave after spending the night making love to her?

But even that somber thought wasn’t enough to stop him. He swatted it away, not wanting to think. He closed his mouth over one of her nipples, and she moaned softly, arching her back up off the mattress.

“Sensitive?” he asked, scraping his teeth as lightly as he could over her tight, hard nipple.

She whimpered and nodded. “Very.” Her voice came out as a squeak, and he smiled against her skin.

“Oh, Ellie. Sweetheart.” He sucked her nipple back into his mouth, swirling his tongue over it and thanking the universe for the gift she was giving him. He brought his hands up to cup her breasts, squeezing them together and kissing, sucking, licking, and biting her delicious flesh until she was panting, moaning out his name. He could’ve done just that all night. Her breasts were gorgeous, full and firm with lovely dark-pink nipples, and her sensitivity was so fucking hot. And the noises purring from her were incredible. Especially when she moaned out his name, her voice trembling slightly. Especially that.

Keeping his face buried in her generous breasts, he slipped a hand down, tracing the outline of her ribs, the dip of her waist, the swell of her hip before cupping his hand between her legs. He sucked in a breath at the heat he found there, and he pushed the fabric of her panties aside. His eyes caught hers as he teased a finger along her lips, swollen and wet and so incredibly warm.

“Oh, God,” he whispered, slowly sliding one finger into her. “You’re so turned on.”

She nodded, her eyes fluttering closed when he brushed his thumb over her clit. “You make me feel good,” she breathed, and in that moment, he wanted to make her feel as good as possible for as long as possible. He slipped another finger inside her and circled his thumb over her clit. Her hips writhed, and a bolt of satisfaction shot through him when her legs fell open. He teased his fingers in and out, pressing his face into her sweet-smelling neck and savoring every damn thing about her. The warmth of her skin against his. Her scent. The sounds she was making, moaning and purring. The wet heat of her against his hand. How completely perfect she felt underneath him. An arrow of regret sliced through him at the thought that he only had tonight to explore her.

He brought his mouth to hers, wanting to taste her again, once again pushing away the hint of melancholy teasing at the edges of his awareness. The only thing he wanted to be aware of right now was Ellie. Beautiful, amazing Ellie. His Ellie.

He began to kiss his way down her body, stopping once again to lavish her breasts with attention. As soon as he kissed lower, trailing his lips over her stomach and hooking his thumbs into the waistband of her panties, she tensed and tried to pull her legs closed.

“Oh, I . . . um. You . . . You don’t have to.” She gripped his shoulders, and he stopped.

“I want to.” He eased her panties off and slid his fingers through her wet folds, just once, a slow, upward movement and she moaned softly. “We only have tonight, and Ellie . . . I really want to see you come.”

“I, I just . . .” Her voice trailed off as her grip on his shoulders tightened. He could tell, even in the dim light of the hotel room, that her face was nearly scarlet. He didn’t want to pressure her into something she didn’t want to do, but he also wanted to taste her. To feel her come against his mouth and to know that he’d given her everything he could.

Well, in bed, at least.

He stood up off the bed, and with Ellie’s eyes tracking his every movement, undid his belt, and then pushed his pants down and stepped out of them. He toed off his shoes and pulled off his socks. Fishing the ribbon of condoms from his pocket, he tossed them on the bed before lying down beside her, only wearing his boxer briefs. “I have an idea.”

She propped herself up on one elbow, her thick, blond hair cascading over her shoulder, her cheeks still wonderfully red. “An idea?” One of her eyebrows arched over her glasses. Mirroring her posture, he propped himself up and slid her glasses from her face, placing them carefully on the bedside table.

“Straddle me. You’ll feel less exposed, and you can move away whenever you want. If you don’t like it.”

“It’s not that I don’t like it . . .” She sat all the way up. “Or, I mean . . . I think I like it.” She bit her bottom lip.

“Come here and let me convince you.”

Chapter 6

There was something so tender, so sexy about the way Matt looked at her, and it hit Ellie that with him, she felt beautiful. Really, truly, beautiful, and it did wonders for her sexual confidence. This connection, this comfort she found in him was what had been missing in the past. Not feeling it was what had made sex so mediocre. In the relationships she’d had before, she’d been the one to give pleasure, and very rarely the one to receive it. She almost giggled as she eased her knees down on either side of Matt’s head, feeling selfish and greedy and deliciously wanton.

“Oh God, Ellie. You smell so good.” The fact that she knew he wasn’t talking about her perfume sent a thrill sparking through her, and she settled her butt down on his chest, trying to still the nervous tremble quivering through her limbs. She clenched, flexing her thighs and feeling pitifully empty and unbelievably aroused. She was seconds away from begging when Matt’s mouth was on her, and she couldn’t have formed a coherent sentence to save her life. Her head fell back, and she lost herself in the intense sensation of Matt’s lips gently kissing her clit, and then his tongue sweeping slowly through her drenched folds.

“Baby, you’re soaked.” He spoke the words against her, pressing kisses to her delicate flesh in between words.

Her breathing was labored, and she had to fight to speak. “I’m sorry.”

He licked her again and then kissed her inner thigh. “Do not be sorry. You are the fucking sexiest woman I’ve ever met. This”—And in case she had any doubt what he was referring to, he flicked his tongue over her clit before briefly sucking it into his mouth—“is incredible. I love it. Don’t be sorry.”

She’d opened her mouth to say “okay,” but the word was stolen from her as Matt’s tongue circled around her clit, and a moan came out instead. She tipped forward and curled her fingers around the headboard for support, her hands flexing against the dark wood. Instinctively, she swiveled her hips against his mouth, intensifying the pressure building deep inside her. Matt groaned and deepened his kiss, his mouth moving against her with increased passion. And for once, Ellie worried about nothing in bed except enjoying herself. Enjoying the immensely pleasurable feel of Matt’s mouth against her, kissing and licking and sucking until everything tightened within her, and she bucked against his mouth as an intense orgasm tore through her, her fingers digging in to the headboard.

He nipped at the inside of her thigh, and she looked down at him. He smiled up at her, a self-satisfied grin on his face. “As bad as you thought it would be?” He kissed her thigh again.

She laughed and felt him smile against her. “What if I told you it was a hundred times better than anything ever?”

“I’d say it’s a good start.”

Oh, Jesus. She wasn’t sure if she could take any more.

She climbed off of him, suddenly feeling self-conscious, folding her arms over her not-flat stomach and curling into him, trailing kisses over his arm, nipping at his impressive bicep. God, his body was just . . . it was gorgeous. She’d never been with a man who looked like him before, with tattoos like his, or with his fit, muscled physique. Inwardly, she high-fived herself. First guy ever with an actual six-pack and those drool-worthy cut lines along his hips. She began kissing a trail down his chest and over his hard stomach, kissing each defined muscle as she went. She paused, her lips hovering over the small, circular scar on the lower left-hand side of his stomach.

She traced her fingers over the mottled pink and white skin, hesitating slightly. “Is this . . . is this a bullet wound?”

He nodded, once.

“Will you tell me about it?”

“Sure. I’ll tell you whatever you want if you do what I think you’re about to.”

A wave of sadness almost stole her breath, because she realized, as she continued to shower his abs with kisses, that it didn’t really matter, about the tattoos, or the scar. Because at this time tomorrow, he’d be nothing but a memory. Refusing to let the sadness suck her under, she slipped her fingers into the waistband of his boxer briefs, and he raised his hips off of the mattress, letting her pull his underwear down. She didn’t bother slipping them free of his legs because she was too distracted by the sight of Matt’s naked cock.

Wow. Talk about releasing the Kraken.

It was thick, long, and sexy as hell. She couldn’t stop herself from dipping her head and licking up its entire length before sucking the tip into her mouth. Already, she could taste how aroused he was, and his hips pushed up off the mattress as his fingers wove into her hair.

“Fuck, Ellie. Yes.” His voice was low and rough, and he pumped his hips up, encouraging her to take more of his impressive cock into her mouth. Blowing out a breath, she lowered her mouth onto him, taking as much of him as she could, and he ground out a low moan, her name strangled on his lips. She flicked her tongue out, tasting the saltiness of him, and she knew she couldn’t wait much longer. The need to connect with him, to feel him inside her, was astounding in its intensity.

She teased him for a few minutes before raising her head and sitting back on her heels. “I can’t wait any longer, Matt.”

He sat up and reached for the condoms. “Oh, thank God.” He leaned forward and kissed her, sweetly and tenderly, his tongue caressing hers. “I was dangerously close to embarrassing myself.”

She laughed, happiness rippling through her, but the laugh quickly turned into a moan when he rolled her onto her back and caught her nipple between his teeth, tugging gently. Through hooded eyes, she watched as he opened one of the foil packets and rolled the condom over his swollen length. He kissed his way back up from her breasts, dragging his mouth over her collarbone, sucking and nipping at the sensitive skin of her neck as he eased his weight on top of her, supporting himself on his forearms. Reaching down, he pressed the thick head of his cock against her slick entrance. He kissed her again, his tongue sliding against hers in a promising, deliberate rhythm.

“Yes?” He pulled back slightly, his eyes finding hers.

She nodded rapidly. “Yes. God, yes.”

With one smooth, slow stroke, he pushed into her, the gorgeous friction both intense and perfect. She’d never been with a man with . . . well, with a freaking Kraken in his pants before, and now, after just one thrust, she wasn’t sure she could ever go back. She felt so deliciously full, and she never wanted this to end. Never had a man felt so incredible inside her. Good, sure. Great, even. But this, with Matt? It was a completely different level. Hell, it was a completely different game.

She wrapped her legs around his hips, urging him deeper as he thrust in and out, his forehead pressed to hers. A bead of sweat trickled from his hairline and onto her cheek and she had the insane urge to taste it. Because it was part of him.

“Is this working for you?” he asked, his breathing heavy.

She opened and closed her mouth, not really having an answer. No one had ever asked her that before. “Uh . . . it feels pretty incredible, if that’s what you’re asking.”

He frowned, his eyebrows knitting together. “Let’s try this.” He moved up along her body, and she felt his cock shift inside her. A shuddery moan escaped her lips as a fresh wave of pleasure crashed through her at the new angle. Instead of thrusting in and out, he started thrusting up and down, and she felt like her bones were dissolving.

“Rock up into me,” he said before teasing his tongue along the ridges of her ear. She did and every muscle in her core tightened.

“Oh, wow,” she gasped out as the movement ground her clit against the base of his cock.

“Good?”

“Awesome,” she managed, the word coming out mostly as a moan.

He chuckled against her, but kept up his rhythm, and soon a tight coil of pleasure snapped free deep inside her. She rocked against him as she came, and with a few more strokes, he followed her over the edge.

For a few minutes they simply lay, tangled in each other’s arms, skin to skin and heart to heart. He raised his head and looked at her, a cocky smile on his face. “I think you liked that.”

“I think I did too, but we’d better do it again, just to make sure.”

He laughed and kissed her, sweet and gentle. “Oh, absolutely.”

* * *

Several hours later, Ellie lay in Matt’s arms, both of them blissfully sated, sweaty and limp-limbed. Condom wrappers littered the floor, strewn around the empty champagne bottle. He’d had a feeling their chemistry would translate to the bedroom, and holy fucking shit, had he been right. A couple of hours with Ellie and she’d ruined him for other women.

“If you were a character in a comic book, I think your name would be the Kama Sutra Cop.”

He laughed and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I like figuring out what you like.” A band of pain seared the edges of his heart, because he wished he had more time to explore and enjoy Ellie, both in and out of bed.

“I take it back. Your comic book name would be The Sex Detective.”

He laughed again and pulled her tighter against him.

“Will you tell me about your tattoos now? And your scar?” She closed her eyes and snuggled into him, nuzzling her face against his chest.

“Sure. Which do you want to know about first?”

“The scar. If that’s okay.”

He swallowed and tucked her head under his chin. They only had, at best, a couple of hours until daylight, and he didn’t want to waste time rehashing old history. But if she wanted to know about it, he didn’t have the heart to say no. Not after the incredible night she’d just given him.

“About a year and a half ago, I was shot.”

She tensed slightly in his arms, and one of her hands drifted down to his abdomen to cover the scar. “What happened?” Her voice was soft, so gentle.

He closed his eyes, trying not to let the terror and the pain he’d felt all those months ago take hold. “It was supposed to be a routine traffic stop. I pulled a vehicle over for speeding, thinking I’d write him or her a ticket and be on my way. Turned out the driver was a drug dealer who’d just come from meeting his supplier, and he had tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of marijuana and cocaine in his car. I didn’t even realize what I’d hit on before he pulled a gun on me.”

“You must’ve been so scared.”

“He shot me before I had time to draw my own gun and sped away. I was able to radio for help before I passed out.” He stroked his hands down Ellie’s back, trying to soothe the tension radiating from her. For him.

She held him tighter and kissed his chest. “That’s awful. I’m so sorry.”

“I’m fine now.” But even as he said the words, he wasn’t entirely convinced of their truth. Not because of any lasting physical pain from the wound. No. Because of something much deeper and much more raw currently shredding his insides.

“Are the tattoos a happier story?” She yawned and nuzzled her face against him again.

“Yes and no. The sleeve and the oak tree are about how everything is connected, and that without one thing—the sun, say—the other parts—like the trees—couldn’t exist. I guess on a deeper level, a part of me believes that you have to trust that where you are right now is where you’re supposed to be. Because it’s all connected.”

“I like that idea.”

He didn’t miss the way her hands pressed harder into him, as if she were scared he were going to slip through her fingers.

And he was.

“What about the compass?”

He exhaled slowly, his eyes staring up at the dark ceiling. “It’s to remind me to listen to my heart. I haven’t always in the past, and I don’t want to make the same mistakes.”

She propped herself up on one elbow and looked down at him, her fingers tracing over the compass. “What mistakes?”

He met her eyes. “I went through a really shitty divorce about two years ago. In hindsight, our marriage was never a great idea; there were so many red flags. I think I knew it wasn’t right, but I didn’t know what else to do besides go forward with it. I should’ve listened to myself. I should’ve trusted my heart.”

She chewed on her bottom lip, her brow furrowed as if she were working something out. “What does your heart tell you about us?”

“It’s telling me something it’s crazy to even think after only knowing you for less than a day. But I do know that this is exactly where I’m supposed to be right now. That, I can feel all the way to my bones.”

She sighed and settled back down against him, and for several long moments, neither of them spoke.

“Hey,” she whispered as a gust of wind rattled the window of the hotel room. “Don’t fall asleep. It can’t be over yet.”

“I’m not asleep. I’m still here.” He pulled her into him, holding her tight.

She pressed a kiss to his jaw, and he felt a tremble vibrate through her.

He stroked her hair until she fell asleep in his arms.

Chapter 7

Ellie kept her eyes screwed tightly shut, not wanting to acknowledge that it was morning. Not wanting to go home and somehow try to pretend that her world hadn’t shifted on its axis overnight. Ordinarily, there was something so hopeful about the way a new year stretched before her, like a field of fresh fallen snow. Untouched. Beautiful and pristine. Full of possibilities. Fresh and new. But not this year. She’d already epically screwed up the year of Ellie, because this new start didn’t feel fresh or promising at all. It felt sad and empty and cold.

She turned over in bed, her hand sliding over the covers and seeking out Matt’s hard, muscled warmth. Panic closed her throat when she only found empty air, and thinking he’d already left, her eyes flew open.

He stood at the window, peering through the heavy curtains, wearing only his boxer briefs. Bittersweet relief replaced the panic, and the sweet quickly outweighed the bitter at the smile lighting up his face.

Her stomach lurched and her heart fluttered—actually fluttered—as she looked at him, so gorgeous and happy. She felt like she was walking down a steep, rocky hill in towering high heels, trying desperately to only take in the view and not fall headfirst into something she couldn’t have. A plummeting sensation shot through her, leaving goose bumps in its wake.

No way could she feel this way about him after one night. Granted, it had been an incredible night, but still.

Mentally, she gave her head a shake. It was the sex. That was all. She wasn’t used to having such freaking fantastic sex.

“Morning,” she said, pushing herself up to sitting. His eyes dipped to her naked breasts, and blood rushed to her cheeks as she remembered the extensive attention he’d given them last night.

“Morning.” His wide smile stayed in place.

“What?” Self-consciously, she smoothed down her messy hair.

“I think we’re snowed in.”

“What?” she asked again, hopping out of the bed and joining him at the window, not caring that she was naked. Sure enough, at least a foot of snow covered the ski lifts below, and it was still coming down. The peak of the ski hill was barely visible through the thick, white sheet of snow smothering everything, swirling against the window as the occasional gust blew the flakes askance.

“Don’t you have to go? Like, to help?” she asked, turning from the window and scooping up Matt’s dress shirt. She didn’t want to be naked when he said he had to go. She already felt vulnerable and exposed enough. Slipping her arms into the sleeves, she wrapped herself in his shirt, reveling in the Matt-scent infused in its fabric. Never in her life had she been so addicted to a man’s scent, and so quickly. Biology, she knew, indicated that they were a good match.

Geography, however, did not. The distance between Cheyenne and Denver was a mere ninety minutes. If he weren’t moving, they could’ve easily started dating. Ninety minutes was worth it to pursue the connection she felt. But the distance between Denver and Seattle? Oh, about thirteen hundred miles.

He turned from the window, and he opened and closed his mouth before blowing out a breath and crossing his arms. “Actually, I don’t. We’re in Rawlins County, not Laramie, and yesterday was my last day. Turned in my uniforms and everything.”

“So . . .” Heat bloomed across her chest at the idea that she might get to keep him for one more day.

“So we’ve been granted a reprieve. Turn on the news. I bet they’re telling everyone to stay off the roads.”

Ellie picked up the TV remote from its resting spot on the nightstand. She sat on the edge of the bed, flicking through channels until she landed on a local news station.

“Heavy snow and gusting winds haven’t let up across much of southeast Wyoming, and the National Weather Service is reporting that up to two feet of snow have already fallen in some areas. The snow is expected to taper off as the day progresses, and clean-up efforts are already under way. It’s been a mess on the roads, and police are advising people to stay home and avoid driving if at all possible. Especially treacherous is the I-80, with police reporting dozens of collisions.” Ellie stopped listening and went back to the window, flinging the curtains open wide. She’d grown up in Colorado, and was no stranger to blizzards, snow days, and bad driving. But she hadn’t been this excited about the prospect of a snow day since high school. For a minute, she just watched the snow falling, thick flakes dropping from the sky like a gift.

A reprieve. That was what he’d called it. And God, was it accurate.

“If it’s okay with you, I’m going to call the front desk and make sure we’re able to keep the room for an extra night, and order us some breakfast,” he said. He smiled as she walked toward him, sliding his hands around her hips as she came to a stop in front of him. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving, and if I get a whole extra day to play sex detective, I need to refuel.”

Her stomach did a happy flip at his words, and she nodded and lowered her head to nuzzle kisses into his neck before ducking into the bathroom to freshen up, brushing her teeth and hair and swiping away the faint mascara smudges under her eyes. She opened the bathroom door just in time to hear Matt giving his credit-card number over the phone. When she shot him a questioning glance as he hung up, he tossed his wallet on the bed.

“You paid for the room last night, so I’ve got tonight.”

“You didn’t have to do that,” she said, sliding onto the bed beside him.

“I wanted to.” He fingered the fabric of his shirt, parting it to reveal her breasts. “Do you have any idea how good you look in this?” He exhaled, a low moan rumbling from him, and a warm tingle started between her legs. “Hang on.” He disappeared into the bathroom, emerging a minute later with much fresher breath.

She licked her lips as she watched him crawl onto the bed and on top of her, reveling in the sight of his incredibly sexy body and grateful for the chance to enjoy it in the daylight. As he lowered himself on top of her, a flash of fear seared through her. If she’d thought spending last night with him was unsafe, what did that make today? She knew saying good-bye to him was going to hurt, and yet she couldn’t not grab this day and absorb as much of Matt as she possibly could. With every tiny new thing she found out about him, she wanted to know a hundred more. And they hadn’t even touched on the big things.

As she wound her arms around him, he kissed her tenderly, his fingers weaving into her hair. It didn’t matter that her hips were stiff, that her thighs ached, or that she felt tender and a little raw between her legs. The physical reminders of everything they’d shared—and they’d shared a lot—last night only made her want him more. Her stomach did a slow turn as she realized that it probably didn’t matter how much he gave her, it would never be enough. As much as she tried to rationalize it away, the rush she felt every time he looked at her, every time he touched her, was still there.

She began to shrug out of the shirt, but he stopped her.

“No.” He spoke against her mouth, his lips warm and soft against hers. “Leave it on.”

But before they could get much further, a knock sounded at the door. Matt pressed his forehead against hers before giving her nose a quick kiss. “Breakfast.” He hopped off the bed and began walking toward the door.

“Uh, Matt? You might want to put pants on.”

He stopped and looked at her, and she pointed at the massive erection tenting his boxer briefs. He glanced down and quickly picked up his pants off of the floor. “Thanks for the heads up.”

“Careful. You’ll put someone’s eye out with that thing.”

He laughed and winked at her, zipping himself up.

They sat on the bed, a spread of waffles, bacon, eggs, fruit salad, coffee, and orange juice on a tray between them.

“Can I ask you something?” said Ellie, blowing steam away from the top of her coffee cup.

“Anything.” He bit into a strip of bacon.

“What happened with you and your ex-wife?” The question had been eating at her, and she braced herself, not quite sure what kind of answer to expect.

He put down his piece of bacon and reached for his coffee, taking a sip and then setting it down. “We’d been married for a few years, and we were fighting a lot.” He toyed with a spoon on the tray, his expression serious.

“About what?”

He shrugged, his expression neutral. “Mostly about having a baby.”

“You didn’t want one?”

“No, actually, I was the one who did.”

She pictured Matt holding a tiny baby in his gorgeously muscled, tattooed arms, and that was it. She’d never be able to have kids now, because her ovaries had just exploded.

Matt continued. “When we got married, I thought we were on the same page about kids, but every time I brought it up, she wanted to wait another year, another six months, and eventually every discussion about a baby turned into a fight. We were both unhappy, and then she had an affair. When I found out, I left.”

Her brain followed her ovaries, exploding with confusion. She frowned, trying to figure out what to say.

“Ellie? You okay? You have a weird look on your face.”

“Sorry. I’m just trying to picture the kind of woman who would cheat on you, who wouldn’t want to have your baby. I . . . just can’t. Like, it’s not computing for me.”

His features softened, and a sadness crept in around his eyes. “Jesus Christ, Ellie. You’re killing me.”

It was her turn to shrug. “I’m just being honest.”

“I know. That’s what’s killing me.” He turned away and pushed up off the bed, carrying his coffee with him to the window. “Fuck.” His curse left a fog on the frosty windowpane that faded quickly.

She followed him, placing a tentative hand on his shoulder. “Did I say something wrong?”

He set his coffee down on a nearby table, slipped an arm around her and pulled her into him, kissing her temple. “No. That’s the problem. Everything that comes out of your mouth is right.” He dipped his head and kissed her, a deep, slow kiss that sent her heart racing and tightened her chest until she felt lightheaded. He broke the kiss, his breathing ragged. “Jesus, Ellie. What are we going to do?”

Her heart lurched painfully against her ribs, because hell if she knew. It seemed impossible that less than twenty-four hours ago, he’d been a stranger to her. Equally impossible was the idea that after tomorrow morning, she’d never see him again.

* * *

Three orgasms, two hours and one delicious breakfast later, Matt and Ellie lounged in the bathtub together, surrounded by lavender-scented bubbles and drinking a fresh bottle of champagne, but whether the champagne was in celebration of this crazy thing they’d found together or to try to dull the pain of their impending separation, Matt wasn’t sure. With Ellie’s back nestled against his chest, he trailed his fingers down her soapy arm, pressing his nose to her hair and inhaling deeply. The snow was still falling outside, although lighter than it had been earlier in the morning. After they’d each checked in with Luke and Lauren, they’d fallen back into bed, unable to get enough of each other, especially knowing that the clock was ticking. They’d been granted a grace day, and Matt already felt panicked at how quickly it was going by.

“Tell me more about your job. You said that you run a website?” They hadn’t talked much about their professional lives last night, avoiding the topic of Seattle.

She nodded. “It’s called Crossing the Streams, and I started it about six years ago. We review mostly sci-fi and fantasy movies, books, video games, and comic books, and it’s turned into kind of a geek-girl haven. Women who like this stuff are traditionally pretty unwelcome in male-dominated forums, so when I started it, one of the goals was to write about this stuff from a female fan’s perspective. I create a lot of the content for it, but the site’s making enough money now that I can hire freelance writers from time to time, which frees me up to focus on courting new sponsors, writing longer essay-style pieces, and working on the technical side of things.”

“Crossing the Streams as in Ghostbusters?”

“You got it. My all-time favorite movie.”

“Mine too.”

She craned her neck to look at him, a skeptical look on her face. “Really?”

He nodded. “Really. It’s the perfect movie. It’s funny, scary, smart, suspenseful. Good action. It has everything.”

“Exactly!” She raised her hands enthusiastically, spraying his chest with bubbles. “Oops. Sorry.”

He laughed. “I’ve been slimed.” He pulled her against him and kissed her, slowly, savoring every slide of her tongue against his, every tiny sigh escaping from between her lips. She shifted against him, and even though he was starting to lose track of how many times he’d come over the past twelve hours, he was hard again.

Goddammit. Why did she have to be just so absolutely fucking perfect? Pretty and smart and sweet and funny and adorable and just . . . everything. He’d known her for less than twenty-four hours, and it felt like he’d known her for years. Like she was made for him.

He wrapped her in a towel, carried her to the bed, and made love to her again just like he’d kissed her: slowly and savoring every single touch, every single sound while their time ticked down far too quickly.

Afterward, he slipped his arms around her, nestling her against him, and he felt like he couldn’t breathe. He held still as Ellie took a long, deep breath that came out as a choked shudder. He felt as though his chest was cracking open, and he kissed the top of her head.

“I know,” he whispered.

“I know you know.” Simple words, but in that moment, they were everything. Like an electric current, an idea charged through him.

Ask her to come with you.

But he couldn’t do that. They’d known each other for, what? A day? To ask her to follow him over a thousand miles away, to leave behind her friends, her family, her home, for someone she’d met less than twenty-four hours ago, was crazy. Insane. Impossible.

As the day progressed, the snow lightened, and just before dusk, weak rays of sunlight began peeking through the gray snow clouds scuttling across the sky. They watched movies, talked about anything and everything, and used up every single condom, getting completely and thoroughly lost in each other. Being with her was like breathing: effortless and completely natural. Easy.

He was dreading finding out what it would feel like to have his lungs ripped out tomorrow morning.

Chapter 8

“I need you to do something for me.” Ellie kissed Matt’s shoulder as the sun rose over the ski hills the next morning, blues and pinks dancing across the snow.

“Of course. Anything.” And he meant it.

She took a long, shaky breath. “I can’t say good-bye to you. I’m . . . I just can’t, Matt. So I’m going to close my eyes, and when I open them, I need you to be gone.” Bright sadness shone in her golden eyes. “I don’t want to watch you leave. I just want to remember it like this.” He felt something wet on the skin of his shoulder as she pressed her face into him. She slid her hands up to his face, her palms soft against his now prickly cheeks. Softly and sweetly, she kissed him, and just as he felt a tear against his cheek, she pulled away.

“Go,” she whispered, her eyes boring into his before scanning over his face. She blinked once, freeing a tear that had been caught on her eyelashes, and then closed her eyes.

Matt swung his legs over the edge of the bed, dressed quickly, and, without looking back, walked out of the room, shutting the door quietly behind him, all in the space of a few minutes. Like ripping off a Band-Aid. She was right. It was better this way. They’d gone into this with open eyes, had known this was coming, and leaving without some long, drawn-out good-bye was for the best.

He walked to the elevator bank and jabbed at the call button before shoving his hands in his pockets, fighting the urge to punch a hole in the wall. It had gone too far, and now she was hurt. He rubbed a fist against his sternum, trying to extinguish the ache building there. Guilt and sadness swirled in his stomach, mixing with the anger he felt toward himself for being an asshole who never should’ve slept with her.

He swallowed thickly, and for a second, he thought he might throw up.

On the drive home, he sat silently in the backseat of Luke’s truck, glad that he and Christie had stayed the extra night too, otherwise he’d be finding his own way back to Cheyenne. He wouldn’t have wanted to run into Ellie back at the hotel, as that would only have upset her even more. She’d asked him to go, and although it hurt, he understood.

As he watched the piles of snow whiz by in a white blur, he tried to reason with himself. It was a connection fueled only by loneliness, the holiday, and toe-curling sex. It would hurt less once he managed to put some distance—both time and space—between himself and Ellie. Hell, it was two nights together. It shouldn’t hurt at all. It had been fun, and now he was moving on to his bright, shiny new life.

It suddenly didn’t feel so bright or shiny. No, he felt like he’d walked away from the bright and shiny when he’d left that hotel room earlier this morning. A sense of loss tugged at his chest, and he rubbed his fist over it again.

He knew he was being a grumpy bastard, but he’d apologize to Luke and Christie later. Right now, he just wanted to shower, eat, and finish packing. Hopefully if he kept moving, kept busy, he wouldn’t have to think too much about Ellie.

And yet hours later, as he shoved the last of his belongings into boxes, he found himself smiling as he remembered her laugh, her scent, the feel of her skin against his.

God, he was such an idiot. He couldn’t stop thinking about her, and there was nothing he could do about his feelings for her. He refused to act like a psycho stalker, tracking her down and trying to convince her to come with him.

Not that he’d thought about that.

Not that he’d already looked up her address.

Jesus, he’d probably scare the shit out of her if he just showed up at her place in Denver. No. He was leaving for Seattle tomorrow, just like he’d planned. The moving company was coming first thing in the morning to pick up his things, and then he was driving his Jeep from Cheyenne to Seattle. He’d already mapped out his route, with places to stop for the night highlighted. He liked having a plan, having things mapped out.

Meeting Ellie, clearly, had not been on the map. It had been a detour, and now he was back on track. Alone, missing her like crazy, but back on track.

Besides, wouldn’t she have said something if she saw a future for them? And she hadn’t. She’d said she wanted him for the time she could have him, and that was all. Not thinking, just enjoying.

And yet . . . he couldn’t erase the image of her light brown eyes shining with tears. She’d cried when she’d kissed him good-bye, and that had to mean something.

Matt rubbed his chest again.

A sharp rap on his front door startled him out of his thoughts, and he crossed the worn linoleum to fling it open.

“I thought we could have beer and pizza one last time before you go,” said Luke, a six-pack in one hand and a pizza in the other. He stepped in without waiting to be invited. Matt forced a smile he didn’t feel, closing the door behind his brother.

Settled on the stools at the kitchen counter, a Colorado Avalanche game on the TV, they ate and drank in companionable silence.

“I’m gonna fucking miss you, man. I’m gonna miss this,” said Luke, his voice a little rough. He wiped at his mouth with a paper towel before shoving more pizza in his mouth.

Matt swallowed around the sudden lump in his throat. “I know. Me too.”

When he’d first told his parents and Luke that he was moving to Seattle, they’d been happy for him, but less than enthused about the distance. But they’d supported him, knowing it was what he needed to do. After the divorce, and getting shot, it was time for a fresh start.

They’d thrown him a going-away party last week, and he’d nearly lost his shit when his nephew Ethan had started to cry, throwing his arms around his legs and asking him to stay. He’d hugged Ethan tight, blinking back tears. Matt’s mom had watched them, blinking back tears of her own.

Leaving his family was hard, not just on him but on them. Hard, but necessary for him to move forward with his life, and they got that.

“So, can I have them back?” asked Luke, wiping at his mouth with a paper towel again and shooting Matt a devilish grin.

“Have what back?”

“Dude. You took my entire condom stash. Lucky for me, Christie brought some.”

“Oh.” Matt rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “I, uh . . . we used them all. I’ll replace them.”

Luke laughed and clapped Matt on the back. “Are you fucking kidding me? I had twelve condoms.”

“Then I guess I had sex twelve times.”

“Holy shit. She must’ve been amazing.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Matt reached for the remote and turned up the volume on the hockey game.

“Whoa. I didn’t mean . . . sorry. What happened?”

“You deaf? I said I didn’t want to talk about it.” As soon as the harsh words were out of his mouth, Matt regretted them, and laid a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. It’s just . . .” He shrugged and then shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

“This seems like the opposite of something that doesn’t matter.”

He thought about telling Luke everything, but there was no point. It wouldn’t make him feel better, and there was nothing to be done. He was leaving for Seattle tomorrow morning, finally getting that fresh start he’d wanted for so long.

So why did it feel like an ending, not a beginning?

“You know you’re allowed to want to be happy, right?” Luke asked, turning the volume on the hockey game back down.

Matt shot him a look. “Yeah. I know. That’s why I took this great job in Seattle.”

Luke nodded slowly, twirling the neck of his beer between his fingers, a thoughtful look on his face. “No, I know. I meant in your personal life. You never give yourself the chance. I know things with Leah were a mess. But instead of letting the past hold you hostage, you have to learn from it and move forward. Otherwise all that pain was for nothing.”

Matt took a long pull on his beer. “Yeah, well, I’m leaving, she lives in Denver, and I’ve known her for two days. I can’t really rearrange my life around that, and I can’t ask her to do that, either.”

“Oh yeah? Why not?”

“Because that’s what crazy people do. I’m a detective. I catch crazy people. I can’t be one. She’d run screaming in the other direction, and rightfully so.”

Luke tipped his head and shrugged. “Your call. Christie said she saw something between you two, and I’m really starting to think she was right.” He returned his attention back to his slice of pizza and the hockey game, but Matt’s mind was buzzing, swamped with images and memories of Ellie. He swallowed down the rest of his beer, trying to ignore the ache deep in his chest.

* * *

Ellie sat on her couch in her pajamas, her laptop across her knees, and a half-eaten pint of Ben & Jerry’s Mint Chocolate Cookie sweating on the coffee table in front of her. She twisted her hair up into a bun, pinning it in place with a pencil. Flicking her eyes down to the computer screen, she checked her list of tasks for the sixth time. She had a year-end, best-of post to compile (already overdue, considering it was January 3rd), new trailers to post, an essay on sexuality in sci-fi and fantasy to write, and new ads to review. But each time she tried to dig in to a task, she found herself going back to her web browser, where she’d typed “Matt Grayson” into the search bar. His official police photograph filled the screen, his blue eyes bright and a slight smile turning up the corners of his mouth.

Her throat thickened and she swallowed, the back of her mouth burning.

Damn. She was crying. Again.

Firmly, she closed the lid of the laptop. “Enough,” she said, her voice loud in the quiet house. Mostly, she was mad at herself. She’d known what she was getting herself into, and she’d done it anyway. Even though she knew better, had learned through painful experiences to avoid these unsafe situations, she’d jumped in with both feet and guess what? She hadn’t played it safe, and once again, she was hurting. Alone. Eating ice cream in her pajamas.

So not the way she’d planned to kick off the year of Ellie.

Her phone buzzed on the couch beside her, vibrating precariously close to the edge. She scooped it up before it could fall and slid her finger across the screen.

“Hey, you. I thought we were going to the movies.” Lauren’s voice.

Ellie’s eyes flew to the digital clock on her cable box and she closed her eyes, pressing a hand to her forehead. “Shit. I’m sorry. I was working and I completely lost track of time.”

“Working, or mooning over Sergeant Sexy?”

Ellie bit her lip, chewing on it ruthlessly. “So what if I am?”

“You know, El, it’s the twenty-first century. I’m pretty sure it would be easy to track him down on Facebook or Instagram, or heck, just call the police station where he used to work and ask for his email address or phone number. They must have contact information for him.”

“He doesn’t have Facebook—believe me, I already checked—and I can’t call the police station. It would be weird.”

“Why? From what you’ve told me, it sounds like you two had a pretty intense connection.”

“Because we agreed that we didn’t have a future. That it was just for that night. Which, okay, turned into two nights, but still. That was the deal. I knew that going into it. I don’t want to chase him down like some psycho. We made the rules, and now I’m sticking to them.”

“Screw rules. They’re made for breaking anyway.”

“But don’t you think that if he’d wanted to stay in touch, he would’ve given me his number? His email?”

Silence from the other end. Finally, Lauren spoke. “Maybe, yeah. But maybe he thought you didn’t want it. Maybe he wants you to find him as much as you want him to find you, and you’re both too chicken to pull the trigger and reach out.”

“Reach out from a thousand miles away. Where would this go? My life is here.”

“Your job is portable, your townhouse is sellable, and you and I could have weekly Skype dates. Please. Your parents would love coming to visit you in Seattle.”

“No, they wouldn’t. My mom hates flying, and Dad travels all the time for work.” It was a flimsy excuse, because although she was close with her parents, she knew that Lauren was right, and they’d support her moving to Seattle if that’s what she really wanted.

“Mmmhmm.”

Ellie sighed, her stomach tying itself into knots. “It doesn’t matter. I can’t just show up on his doorstep in Seattle.”

“Oh my God, Ellie!” Lauren practically squealed into the phone. “That’s exactly what you should do. Can you imagine how romantic that would be?”

“I don’t think getting slapped with a restraining order from a guy who was only supposed to be a two-night fling qualifies as romantic. I’m not doing it.”

“Okay. Fine. Maybe flying out there unannounced isn’t a good idea. But you should still try to at least find his email address or something. Just to see. What if he’s the one? If you don’t take a risk, you’ll never know. I know you said you wanted to play it safe, but safe is boring. Safe doesn’t make your heart pound and your blood rush and your head spin. Safe doesn’t make you feel like you’re floating. Ellie, I’m telling you, love, even when it’s real and good and true, is very rarely safe.”

As the truth of Lauren’s words sunk in, Ellie sat back on the couch, feeling as though she’d just been socked with a stun gun. Paralyzed and disoriented and frankly, a little scared.

Holy shit. Did she love Matt?

“I can probably still make it to the movies. Want me to come meet you?” Ellie rubbed a hand over her forehead, feeling guilty for standing up her friend.

“Are you eating ice cream in your jammies?”

“Possibly.”

“Then no. We’ll go another time. Think about what I said. Okay?”

Ellie closed her eyes and nodded. “Yeah. Okay.”

After hanging up with Lauren, she tossed her phone on the couch, re-opened her laptop and pulled up a new tab in her web browser, navigating to Expedia.com. She searched for flights from Denver to Seattle, but closed the window before the results came up.

Who did she think she was, Meg freaking Ryan?

Opening yet another new tab, she searched for “Matt Grayson email” and sifted through a handful of links before she closed the lid of the laptop again, dragging her hands through her hair and causing her pencil-bun to fall out. She had no idea if any of those Matt Graysons were her Matt Grayson. She cringed, thinking of what she could possibly write. “Hi! This is Ellie Richards, and I’m looking for the Matt Grayson who used to work for the Laramie County Sheriff’s office and had a lot of really fantastic sex with me on New Year’s Eve. If this isn’t you, please delete this. If not, hi Matt! Hope you don’t think I’m a crazy stalker!”

Right. Yeah. Not doing that. She couldn’t chase him. Couldn’t tie him down with some impossible long-distance relationship. Not after everything he’d been through the past couple of years. He deserved to be happy.

But so did she. Maybe Lauren was right. Maybe the biggest risk would be to play it safe and not find out what she and Matt could have. She was already hurt, already suffering the consequences of not playing it safe. What did she have to lose?

An idea snapped through her, and she sat up a little bit straighter. She’d already checked Facebook for Matt Grayson, but hadn’t found him. This time, when the site loaded, her fingers flew across the keys as she typed a different name into the search bar.

She let out a small, triumphant cry as she clicked on Luke Grayson’s Facebook profile.

Chapter 9

The only thing worse than driving a thousand miles by yourself was driving a thousand miles by yourself in the middle of winter with what felt a hell of a lot like a broken heart.

He popped a French fry in his mouth, trying not to think. But on this wide expanse of the I-84 somewhere in Idaho, there wasn’t much scenery, and his brain once again took over. The farther he drove, the more he thought about Ellie. The tiniest, stupidest things reminded him of her. Colors, songs, smells. Mostly, he thought about the connection they’d had. As Rascal Flatts played on the radio, he replayed their two days together for the hundredth time.

Too bad I left my latex suit at home.

This is Matt, and I owe him a drink.

I’ve never had a guy go all Conan the Barbarian like that before.

I’m not changing my mind. Matt, I want this. I want you. For as long as I can have you.

Your comic book name would be The Sex Detective.

Don’t fall asleep. It can’t be over yet.

I’m just trying to picture the kind of woman who would cheat on you, who wouldn’t want to have your baby. I . . . just can’t.

I can’t say good-bye to you.

Over and over he replayed it, every single second he could remember. God, he missed her. He barely knew her, and he fucking missed her. Wanted her. Needed her. Ached for her. His chest, his stomach, everything hurt.

Somewhere about ten miles outside of Boise, Matt realized that he had fallen completely head over heels in love with Ellie. His Ellie. Gorgeous and sweet and amazing. Sure, it was crazy to think he was in love with her after such a short amount of time, but what felt truly crazy was walking away from what they’d had, brief as it had been. New Year’s Eve with Ellie had been one of the best nights of his life, and he knew, right then and there, that he would always regret it if he didn’t pursue it. If he didn’t try to keep her.

What kind of moron walked away from a woman like that? Especially when, with each passing mile, he became more and more convinced that she felt the same way about him. But like him, she’d been too scared to say anything.

For the past two years, he’d been living in a drab, black-and-white world, filled only with tones of gray. With Ellie, who was beautiful and smart and adorable, it was as though everything had exploded into glorious Technicolor. She’d woken him up, breathed new life into him, and he knew he couldn’t let her go.

When he reached Boise, he pulled into a gas station, refueled, bought a coffee, and headed back onto the I-84, pointing his Jeep toward Colorado.

* * *

Oh, God. What the hell was she doing? Ellie paused, her arms full of clothes, in front of her open suitcase, papers scattered over her bed. She dropped the clothes in and took a deep breath. “I’m motherfucking Meg Ryaning it. That’s what I’m doing.”

In the two days since she’d said good-bye to Matt, the pain of missing him hadn’t lessened as she’d hoped it would. Instead, it had become increasingly intense, to the point where she couldn’t eat. Couldn’t sleep. Could barely focus on work. Last night, sometime around two in the morning, as she’d lain in bed and wondered where he was, what he was doing, if he was okay, if he was happy, if he was thinking about her at all, she’d grabbed her laptop and credit card and bought a plane ticket to Seattle.

His brother Luke had been thrilled to give her Matt’s contact information, but she’d been too scared to use it at first. Instead, she’d chatted with Luke again, telling him that she was thinking about going to Seattle to find Matt. Luke had promised he wouldn’t say a word, and had encouraged Ellie to go, telling her she was making the right decision.

She’d decided that she wasn’t going to email Matt until she was actually in Seattle. Partly because she didn’t know what to say, and mostly because she was a big, fat chicken. She needed a little time to work up the courage to tell him that she’d fallen in love with him.

It was the most unsafe decision she’d ever made in her life, and she felt alive and happy and hopeful. Scared too, but Matt was worth it.

She didn’t even want to think about how bad it would hurt if she found him and he rejected her. Talk about leaping without a safety net.

She scowled at the jumble of clothes in her suitcase and took them out, folding them neatly before putting them back in. Re-organizing, yes, but also stalling. Her eyes landed on the boarding pass she’d printed, and she checked her watch. It was almost noon, and time to leave for the airport. She’d be in Seattle by evening.

She took another deep breath, trying to squash the wave of nausea churning in her stomach. She had never taken such a risk before. But then again, she had never felt about a man the way she felt about Matt. Just thinking his name sent tingles of nervous anticipation racing up and down her spine.

With shaking fingers, she zipped up her suitcase, threw her laptop bag over her shoulder and hauled her bags down the stairs. She stowed the bags on the porch, bundled up to face the Denver cold, and then locked the door, light flakes starting to swirl around her, weak sunshine glinting off the fresh fallen snow and making it sparkle like tiny diamonds.

A gust of wind snapped against her, and her boarding pass flew from her gloved hand and began blowing toward the backyard.

“Shit!” Her eyes on the paper, tracking it, trying not to lose sight of it, she started down the front steps, and felt her feet go out from under her. She yelped as she scrabbled for the banister, bracing herself for the hard impact, her stomach sloshing into her throat as the world tilted. But the impact didn’t come. Instead, strong arms wrapped securely around her waist. She froze, her heart pounding furiously against her ribs as she stared up into her favorite pair of blue eyes.

Matt arched an eyebrow, a smile tilting up the corner of his mouth. “That’s three.”

She swallowed thickly as he righted her. “I . . . what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be in Seattle?”

He kept his arms around her. “Never made it. I got as far as Boise, and then I turned around.”

“Why?” She had to remind herself to breathe.

“Because I want to be with you. I want what we have to keep going. I can’t walk away from it. Ellie, I can’t walk away from you.” He reached up and pushed a lock of hair from her forehead. “I know it’s crazy, but come with me.”

She chewed her lip, her eyes searching his face. This couldn’t be real. Matt standing here, in front of her, holding her and asking her to come with him? She had to fight the urge to pinch herself.

His eyes darted to the suitcase on her porch and he dropped his arms from around her. “I’m sorry. You have your own life, and we barely know each other. I shouldn’t have assumed . . .” He trailed off, scrubbing a hand over his face. “I’m an idiot.”

She laid a hand on his arm. “You’re not. Matt . . .” His blue eyes held hers, beautiful hope shining in them. “I was coming to find you. In Seattle. My boarding pass blew away, and then you caught me.”

His arms were around her again. “God, Ellie, if you’ll let me, I’ll always catch you. I think I love you.”

Happiness unlike any she’d ever felt burst through her. She laughed, and she felt tears stinging her eyes. “You’re crazy.”

“I know. Come be crazy with me.”

“In Seattle?”

“Yeah.”

“With you?”

“Yeah.” He smiled so wide that she could see his back teeth.

Her pulse pounded in her ears as she grabbed his face and kissed him, and even though the wind was cold and the snow was really starting to come down, there was no place she’d have rather been than in Matt’s arms, exactly where she was.

“I think I love you too,” she said, not caring that her tears were probably making a mess of her mascara. She had no idea how long they stood in the snow, kissing like teenagers. She was so full of joy that she wasn’t sure how her feet were even still on the ground.

Matt pulled away, his cheeks pink with cold and happiness. “If you’d asked me last week if I believed in love at first sight, I would’ve told you it wasn’t real. That it was impossible to love someone almost instantly.”

“And now?” She looked up at him, and she knew she’d follow him to Seattle. Hell, she’d follow him into the depths of Mordor if need be.

“Now I know better.”

He picked her up and kissed her, and she knew that the year of Ellie was going to be awesome.
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