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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

He was here.
  
    
    Unknown
    
  




  
 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Grace pressed her lips against Brian’s before she thought better of it. All she’d wanted to do was hide from the man heading her way, and kissing Mr. Hottie had seemed like a logical way to do that, especially since no one interrupted a kissing couple. But the second her mouth met Brian’s, tiny sparks of electricity zinged all through her body, short-circuiting her brain.

Oh… His lips were soft and full and masculine. And his scent this close—sandalwood and something spicy—sent a flutter straight to her belly. He was hard and muscular—everywhere—liked she’d expected, but this close, he was also warm and so damn arousing, the blood in her veins felt like it was close to boiling.

His hand landed on her hip, and he froze against her. Common sense told her she’d surprised him and that she needed to pull back, but she didn’t want to because… Oh man, he smelled too divine, he felt too right, and now that her lips were against his, she really wanted to taste him, especially if this was the only time she was going to get the chance.

Her fingers threaded into his hair—she just couldn’t help herself—and, wow, she’d been right. Soft, silky, sensuous strands that slid along her skin. She brushed her mouth over his, skimmed her thumb against his cheek, leaned even closer so her breasts just barely grazed that hard, muscular chest of his.

Kiss me back. She repeated the words in her head while she moved her mouth over his again, wanting—needing—that more than she’d expected. And just when she was sure he wasn’t going to and that it was time to let go, his fingers tightened against her hip.

She stilled. Tingles ignited in her fingers, in her belly, in every inch of her skin. And then his mouth opened, drawing her in, his tongue gliding along hers with a slow and sensuous stroke, and every muscle in Grace’s body turned liquid.

She sank into the kiss, leaning into him, tasting him the way he was tasting her. His hands relaxed, his fingers spread, and then they were sliding along her back, his arms wrapping around her to pull her in tight.

Reality flashed. He was a stranger. Some guy she’d just barely met. And there was something about him that screamed dark and dangerous, but that was part of what attracted her. Though his hands were huge, those thighs of his thick and muscled, grazing the outside of her legs, she wasn’t scared. Some sixth sense told her he wasn’t the kind of guy who would intimidate or try to scare a woman like that idiot back home.

She was completely light-headed by the time he eased back, just a touch, just enough so she could gulp in air. Her heart beat hard. Especially when she realized his eyes—those gorgeous sapphire gems—were locked solidly on hers. All those tingles reignited through Grace’s skin, and she held her breath, waiting for him to say something…anything.

“Hey,” a woman exclaimed somewhere to Grace’s left. “I thought you said you were gay.”

Grace couldn’t seem to tear her gaze away to look, and neither did Brian. Those pretty blue eyes of his held hers with a heat and need that made her tremble. “I think she just turned me.”

Everything inside Grace went warm and soft. The woman scoffed and stomped away. Footsteps sounded behind Brian, and the music continued to pump out of the speakers above, but Grace was too lost in the moment to care about anyone else. She leaned in to kiss him again when a voice brought her to a stop.

“I thought that was you, pretty girl.”

Her gaze shot past Brian to the dark-haired man standing behind him.

Oh, crap.

“Yep,” the man said with a shit-eating grin, one Grace knew well. “I was right. It’s really good to see you, Gra—”

“Kendrick.” Heat rushed to Grace’s cheeks. She pushed back from Brian, stumbling on the stupid heels she was wearing, desperate for Tate Kendrick not to give her away. What the hell was he doing here? Why had she forgotten about him? And why on earth had she lied about her name? What had seemed like a good idea for a little harmless flirting was now going to ruin her night if Kendrick opened his big mouth.

Brian’s arms were still around her, and they tightened, catching her before she slipped and went down. Confusion lowered his brow, but his gaze still didn’t drift from her face.

Perspiration popped out on Grace’s forehead as she eased back far enough to balance on her own feet. His hands slid from her body, leaving behind a chilly trail, but she was still trapped between his thighs and her barstool, and she couldn’t get very far away. She pushed the hair away from her face, working to stay calm. “Wh-what are you doing here?”

Tate Kendrick rested his hands on his hips. His hair was longer than Grace remembered, almost to his shoulders, but his rock-star good looks were on full display, like always. “The band had a gig in Denver. Got a buddy up here who said the snow in Vail was awesome right now, so we thought we’d see what all the fuss is about before we have to head to Dallas for our next stop.” He nodded toward a table in the corner filled with five to six guys, drinking and laughing. “What about you?”

“Oh, um…” Right. He was on tour right now. She’d read that online. She glanced over and quickly away. She didn’t want to hear about Kendrick’s bandmates or whoever he was partying with now. Though part of her owed him for her big break, she didn’t particularly want to tell him why she was really here, not in front of Brian. Because then she’d have to admit she’d been lying to Brian all along. And that wouldn’t just ruin her evening, it might ruin her entire trip.

She also wasn’t thrilled about doing the whole big introduction thing, because she didn’t want to have to explain how she knew a rock god. “Just skiing.”

“She’s here with me,” Brian said.

Kendrick glanced toward Brian and back again, questions evident in his eyes, but Brian wasn’t looking his way. No, he was staring right at Grace with both amusement and interest. An interest that heated her veins and caused her pulse to tick up even more.

Most guys were intimidated by Kendrick’s success. His band had been at the top of the charts for the last few years. But Brian didn’t seem the least bit interested in the guy behind him. In fact, after flicking Kendrick one quick glance, he was once again staring at Grace as if she was all he could see.

“Um.” Grace didn’t know what to say or do. All she knew was that she wanted to kiss this sexy man in front of her again. Right now. All over.

“I, well…” Kendrick scratched the back of his head. “It was good to see you, I guess.”

“Yeah, bye,” Grace mumbled.

Brian waited until Kendrick moved off, then his fingers found their way back to Grace’s hips. Sparks of electricity shot straight to her belly at the very first touch and trickled downward until her legs felt like Jell-O. “That was…unexpected.”

“Yeah.” Her throat was thick. Her voice, so not like her own, filled with an arousal she barely recognized. Was he talking about Kendrick or the kiss? God, his hands felt good. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d wanted a guy this much. Wasn’t sure she ever had. Her fingers brushed his biceps, and she couldn’t help but wonder what he looked like beneath that black button-down. A burning desire to touch him, to feel him, to know him whipped through her like a tornado. “Sorry.”

“I’m not.”

The temperature in the room seemed to jump ten degrees. Grace’s gaze snapped back to his face, and she bit down on her lip, wondering what the hell he was thinking. What the hell she was supposed to do now?

“You’re vibrating, Samara.”

Boy, was she ever. “I know. But I can’t seem to stop it.”

His lips curled in a gorgeous smile. “Not you, though I like that. I meant your purse.”

Grace looked over her shoulder and realized her phone was buzzing. “Oh.”

He let go of her and reached for his beer. “Answer it.”

Grace didn’t want to. Didn’t want to lose the moment. But common sense told her it could be the police back home. Twisting toward the bar, she pulled the phone from her bag, and caught sight of an unknown number.

“Hello?” she said, pressing the phone to her ear.

“Hi. I’m wondering if I have to bring my own restraints or if the Playhouse provides them. What kind of dungeon rooms do you have, and how much weight can your restraints hold?”

Grace closed her eyes, a familiar frustration bubbling inside her. “This is not the Playhouse. You have the wrong number.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know it’s exclusive,” the man on the other end of the line said. “Exclusivity isn’t a problem. Do I have to bring my own sub or are you available? You have a great voice. I bet you scream really well.”

“Oh my God,” Grace muttered. “Asshole. I’m not on the menu.” She punched End and dropped her phone on the bar.

“Who was that?” Brian asked.

Rubbing a hand over her forehead, Grace turned to face him again. While he’d released her, he hadn’t let her go far, and she was still trapped between her barstool and his legs. Awareness spread back through her belly. An awareness she hoped he liked as much as she did. “Just a wrong number.”

His jaw was tight, his shoulders rigid as he regarded her with serious, narrowed eyes. Something had changed in him over the last several seconds. Instead of the carefree, flirty guy she’d kissed, he now had a dangerous edge that set butterflies to flight in her stomach.

The macho protective vibe had never done it for her before, but for some reason tonight, from him, she found that extremely…hot. Which only rattled her more.

“It’s no big deal. I sometimes get calls like that. There’s this, ah…sex club…outside Vegas called the Playhouse. Have you heard of it?”

“No,” he said, eyeing her with those stormy, sapphire, very focused eyes. “Should I?”

She shrugged and tried to keep things light. “I figured since you read all those whips-and-chains romances, you probably would.”

“Not me. But it sounds like you know an awful lot about them. Go to this playhouse often, Samara?”

“What?” Heat immediately rushed to her cheeks. “No. Never.” She looked at his broad chest beneath the black button-down, because this was so not a conversation she wanted to be having. “I’ve never been there, but my cell is like one number off theirs, and every now and then I get these weird, kinky calls from people like that idiot.”

His shoulders relaxed, then his hand lifted, found her hip, and slowly tugged her back in close. And God, Grace liked that he’d reached for her again. That this wasn’t all her.

“What did he ask?”

Grace bit her lip. “Um…he asked if I was available. Said he liked the sound of my voice.”

His other hand landed on her opposite hip. Heat exploded everywhere he touched through the thin fabric of her dress. “Are you available, Samara?”

Grace’s stomach bunched, and Holly’s voice from earlier echoed in her head. “Hit that before someone else does.”

Slowly, she lifted her eyes back to his and saw exactly what she hoped for. Desire, arousal, pure unadulterated interest.

Oh yeah, she wanted to hit that, several times. And though it was reckless and wild and so not like her, Grace decided tonight she was going to go for it. Holly was right. This was exactly what she needed to release some pent-up anxiety and hopefully get back to work.

She rested her hands on his biceps again, inched closer. And she knew by the way his arms instinctively wound around her that she was making the right move. “For the Playhouse? No. For you?” She leaned in close and drew a deep whiff of his heavenly scent, one that infused her with confidence. “Yes. But not here. Do you want to come back to my room for a drink?”

He stiffened against her, and a dark place in the back of her mind warned he was going to say no. Then every muscle loosened and relaxed.

“Yeah,” he said into her hair. “Yeah, let’s get going.”

 

* * *

 

What the fuck do you think you’re doing?

Brian could hear Jake Ryder’s voice pinging around in his head as he followed Grace off the elevator and down the hallway toward her room. He really needed to turn his ass around and get the hell out of here. He wasn’t supposed to be interacting with her at all, let alone kissing her senseless like he’d done in the bar. So what the bloody hell was he doing?

Grace stopped in front of a set of double doors and fumbled with her keycard. “These things are so frustrating.”

Jacket in hand, Brian stood back, intent on not touching her, and watched her slide it incorrectly four times. Footsteps echoed down the hall, and Grace’s head came up. A huge guy dressed in a suit with shoulders like an NFL linebacker stopped feet from Brian and gave him the once-over. “Ma’am, is everything okay here?”

“Yeah.” Grace’s shoulders tightened. “Just trying to get my keycard to work. Why? Is there a problem?”

Mr. NFL glanced from her, then to Brian. “We got a report of some suspicious activity on this floor, so we’re just being cautious. Are you two registered in this room together?”

Mr. NFL’s stance was defensive, and though Brian knew the guy was just doing his job, his spine stiffened. He was also curious about this so-called suspicious activity.

“He’s a friend,” Grace said. “Nothing to worry about here.”

Mr. NFL gave Brian the once-over again like he didn’t believe her, then directed his gaze toward Grace. “If that keycard isn’t working, you’ll need to go down to the front desk.” He stepped past them and shot Brian an I’m watching you look before he moved on his way. “Y’all have a nice evening.”

Grace blew out a long breath and relaxed her shoulders. When Mr. NFL was out of earshot, she muttered, “I hate security. I hate the way they’re always watching.”

“You have issues with people doing their job?” Brian asked, turning his attention back to her.

She ran her card again. “No. I have issues with people butting into my privacy like that.”

“He’s just trying to keep you safe.”

“Well, he should ask and not just assume. He was looking at you like you were a liar and a cheat.”

Brian’s stomach tossed. At the moment, he felt like one.

Grace swiped the card again. “Damn it.”

He reached for the key before he thought better of it. “Here. Let me.”

“Thanks.” Grace moved back and swiped the hair away from her face.

He slid the keycard in the right way. The light flashed green. Turning the handle, he pushed the door open with his shoulder and held it for her. “There you go.”

Grace shot him that wicked, heated smile and stepped inside. When he didn’t follow, she turned to look at him. “I thought you were coming in.”

He wanted to. Brian glanced down the empty hall where the security guard had disappeared. Every instinct he had said to get the hell out of here as fast as he could. But one look at Grace’s expectant eyes and his body warmed, sending sparks of arousal through every cell, dragging him forward before he could protest.

Confusion morphed to an excitement that brightened her entire face. She stepped back as he closed the door and motioned for him to follow her down the small entry hall that led to the suite’s living area. “Come on in and make yourself at home.”

He shouldn’t. Brian rubbed a hand over his forehead. He needed to get the fuck out before he did something he couldn’t undo. But for some reason, he couldn’t seem to get his feet to listen to his damn head. He told himself he was just doing his job. That he was only here to make sure she got back safely and because he planned to talk some sense into her about inviting a stranger back to her room. But then she leaned forward to slide off one heel, and he got a good look at her adorable ass in the tight black skirt, and he knew he was spewing bullshit a mile long. And that he wasn’t about to leave.

“Just…” Dark curls fell over her face as she took a step with her bare foot and reached down for the other shoe, doing this strange little hopping thing that shouldn’t be sexy but, shit…was. She tried to unbuckle her strap and move toward the bedroom at the same time, but all the movement did was cause her breasts to jiggle in the dress and give him a better view of her ass—tight, toned, not from crazy workouts but from nature—and damn, it was totally hot. “I’ll be right back. There’s wine”—hop, hop, hop—“near the bar.”

She disappeared into the bedroom, and alone, Brian drew a deep breath that did shit to calm his raging libido.

Tugging the gun from the holster at his back, he slipped it into the pocket of his coat, then laid it over a chair. Then he stalked toward the wet bar on the far side of the posh suite, where he found ice, water, diet root beer, and an unopened bottle of wine wrapped in a bow that looked more like a gift than something she’d bought for herself.

She wasn’t a drinker. That was obvious. And right now, more alcohol was the last thing either of them needed. He filled two tumblers with ice, poured water over the top, then turned to find her standing in the bedroom doorway, watching him with those sexy dark eyes.

His pulse went stratospheric. She’d ditched the cocktail dress and was wearing a black, fitted tank that showed off her small, pert breasts, and low-rise fuzzy purple pajama bottoms that brushed the carpet as she moved.

“That doesn’t look like wine.” She nodded toward the two glasses in his hands as she drew close, and that sweet, fresh scent of hers washed over him. “Are you trying to protect my virtue?”

She took one glass from him, lifted it to her lips, and sipped. And Brian swallowed to try to get his voice to work. Damn, that outfit should not be sexy, but on her it was, because it was unexpected and adorable and because that tiny strip of skin showing between her tank and the waistband of her pajama bottoms made him want to tear her clothes off. With his teeth.

“I think I’m trying to protect mine.”

She smiled against the glass, then lowered it, ice clinking with the movement. “Good answer.”

She stepped toward the plush couch and dropped onto the far side, tucking one leg up under her. She was both graceful and awkward all at the same time. When he watched her walk, he could see the dancer’s body she’d obviously inherited from her mother. But when she dropped onto that couch, especially in that outfit, she looked more like a kid than a seductive woman who’d dragged him up here for a night of meaningless sex.

Shit. He really needed to leave. He shouldn’t be here.

“Are you going to sit down or stare at me all night?” Grace asked. “Because staring is rude. Unless you’re going to do something about it.”

His stomach tightened at the sexual innuendo. Sweat slid down his spine. Forcing his feet forward, Brian sat on the couch next to her, but not too close, and took a large sip of his water. “Can I ask you a question…Samara?”

“Yes.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-eight.”

He turned to look at her. She wasn’t wearing much makeup besides a little eyeliner and mascara, and her hair was a wild tangle of dark curls around her face rather than sleek and sophisticated, like most barhopping chicks he encountered. Her face was also way too smooth, her complexion flawless.

“You don’t look twenty-eight.”

“How old do I look?”

His gut tightened. “Twenty-two, tops.”

Her smile grew bright, showcasing that sweet little dent in her cheek, and her dark eyes sparkled. “Thank you. That just made my night.”

Not his. It kinda ruined things for him. Which was probably a good thing. He took another sip of water.

“I wish I could take credit for it,” she said, “but I can’t. Good genes. My mom’s almost fifty, and she barely looks thirty.”

For some reason, that loosened the knot in his stomach.

“How old are you?” she asked. When he glanced her way again, she grinned. “Fair question. You started this.”

“Thirty-two.”

“Hm. Thirty-two.” She set her glass on the coffee table in front of her and leaned forward, all confidence and seduction, contrasting again with her youthful face and quirky movements. That fresh, alluring scent of hers drifted over him once more, bringing awareness to the forefront of his mind and his blood back to pounding. “And a professional athlete hanging out at a trendy ski resort. So tell me, Brian, why did you come up here with me instead of going with that voluptuous blonde at the bar who was hitting on you before we started talking?”

Her eyes were like warm pools of dark chocolate, and when she leaned forward like that, her arms pressed her breasts together, forcing them outward, drawing his attention straight to her cleavage, advertising the fact she was anything but a young girl.

“Because I know girls like her. They’re fake and immature. I’m not interested in that.”

“What are you interested in?”

You. Though I shouldn’t be. “I don’t know. Something different, I guess.”

Her top teeth sank into her bottom lip, and his gaze followed, his mouth remembering just how she’d tasted, his body vibrating with the memory of how she’d felt pressed up against him. And damn, but he wanted to experience that again. Right now.

“Different is good,” she whispered. “I’m definitely different.”

Get up. Leave. Go now before you fuck up your career.

She scooted closer, and her bent knee brushed his thigh, sending tingles all through his lower body as if he’d been shocked by a live wire. “The question is… What are you going to do about it?”

Something he shouldn’t. Something that was going to screw things with his boss for good. “Samara…I’m bad news.”

“Maybe.” Her gaze locked on his mouth, and slowly she ran her tongue over her bottom lip like she couldn’t wait to take her own sinful taste again. “But I doubt it.”

Blood rushed straight into his cock, making him hard, making him ache, making him lose what was left of his common sense. He couldn’t stop himself from leaning toward her. “You’re gonna regret this tomorrow.”

She stretched forward, slid her arms around his shoulders, and sifted her fingers into his hair. Heat erupted everywhere she touched. A heat he couldn’t hold back anymore. “I doubt that too,” she whispered, just before his mouth met hers.



  
    
    Unknown
    
  




  
 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Every inch of Grace’s skin felt like it was burning.

Brian set his glass on the coffee table, then wrapped both arms around her while he plundered her mouth and pushed her back into the soft cushions of the couch.

She lifted her foot out from under her, opened her legs so he could move between them, then groaned when she felt his erection pressing against her.

Oh yes. This was what she wanted. This was what she’d been missing. Having a wild one-night fling totally wasn’t like her, but she didn’t care. She stroked her tongue against his and scraped her fingernails along his scalp. He answered by groaning, kissing her deeper, and sliding one hand down her rib cage, then up under the hem of her tank.

Liquid heat spread through her lower body. She lifted her hips to rub against his thickening cock. He was already hard and long, and she couldn’t wait to feel him in her hand, in her mouth, in her body. His sensual fingers slowly moved across her belly, then inched higher, until they graced the underside of her breasts. Tingles erupted, and she moaned, tightening her chest to press her breasts out in invitation. His tongue stroked and licked and tasted, and she felt her shirt lifting, felt air washing over her abs, felt his hands moving higher until one wide palm cupped and massaged, and his thumb and first finger pinched her nipple.

She tore her mouth from his and cried out, not because it hurt but because it felt so…damn…good.

He pushed her shirt up, exposing her breasts, then he shifted down her body, his thick, blond hair tickling her skin. She was so glad she’d ditched her bra. So glad she’d—

His lips brushed her breast, and his tongue traced an electric circle all around her right nipple, and all thought slipped right out of Grace’s head.

“Oh yes…”

He licked, laved, and pinched, driving her crazy with his tongue, making her hotter with every twist and rub of his fingers. Her eyes slid closed. She arched up into him. Only wanted more.

“Mm.” He breathed hot against her as he continued to tweak and torture her with his hands, with his mouth. “You’re so sensitive.”

Grace’s hips lifted and lowered on their own, rubbing against his cock, and she felt her orgasm approaching, felt every muscle contract. “Oh God, don’t stop.”

He groaned and moved to her other nipple, but he didn’t let go of the first, pinching and twisting the swollen, slick nub. Grace’s fingers dug into his shoulders. She tossed her head against the couch. And then he sucked her other breast and flicked the tip with his wicked tongue, and that was all she could take.

Stars ignited behind Grace’s eyelids. Ecstasy rolled over her like a tidal wave, dragging her under, stealing her breath. Her entire body trembled, and she moaned deep in her throat, riding the wave until it dissipated.

Brian pushed up on one hand and stared down at her with awe in his gorgeous eyes, his lips swollen and wet from devouring her, his hair all tousled and sexy from her fingers. “Did you seriously just come from that? I’ve never made a woman come just by playing with her breasts.”

Grace blinked several times, still consumed by her own surprise, more than a little embarrassed. “I’ve…never had that happen.”

But there was no embarrassment on his part. Victory flashed in his eyes just before a burning desire devoured them whole.

He slid one arm slid around her waist before she even saw him move, lifting her from the couch. The other jerked her tank up and over her head and threw it to the ground with swift movements. Gasping, Grace tried to brace herself, but he quickly shifted his knees to the floor, twisted her so she her legs were hanging off the front of the couch and her spine was pressed to the back. Then he grasped the waistband of her pajama bottoms and ripped them down her legs. “Sorry,” he muttered, his voice raspy, his hands wild. “I know this is fast, but I need to get inside you. Right this second.”

“Oh yes…” Need—stark, raving need—consumed Grace from every angle. She lifted her hips to help him tear the pants from her body, then leaned forward and fumbled with his shirt. “Hurry.”

His mouth found hers while she worked the buttons free with frantic fingers, his tongue stroking hers long and deep. His arms wrapped around her again, dragging her ass to the front of the cushion. She managed to get his shirt open and pushed it down his shoulders but didn’t get to look like she wanted, because he tore his mouth from hers, wrapped both arms around her thighs, then lifted her lower body and brought it to his mouth.

She screamed. She was sure of it. His tongue made a long, lingering sweep up her cleft, then found her clit and circled. Grace’s fingers dug into his forearms. She lifted her hips, lowered them, rubbed against him wherever she could reach. He licked down her center, then pressed his tongue to her, right where she wanted his cock, fucking her with his mouth until she couldn’t take it anymore.

“Brian… Oh… Brian…”

He pulled his mouth from hers before she hit the crest, lowered her to the couch. His hands left her body, while she continued to simmer, to smolder, to tighten her thighs around his hips, trying to reach him. His fingers closed over her hand, and he drew it down her body, to her slick, steamy center. “Feel how wet you are. God, that’s so hot. Touch yourself. Yeah, just like that.”

Grace was lost in a sea of lust that was blocking out everything else. She ran her fingers over her clit again and again, knowing he was watching, loving how thick and aroused his voice was. Her eyelids drooped, and she watched through a sexual haze as he kicked off his jeans, ripped open a condom wrapper with his teeth, and sheathed himself.

“That’s it,” he whispered. “You are so fucking sexy.”

Grace lifted her hips, slid her fingers through her arousal, shuddered.

“No, baby. Don’t make yourself come again. That’s my job.”

He took her hand, pulled it away from her body. Cool air hit her overheated center, and she whimpered. But then he was there, pushing her legs wider with his hips, inching closer, dragging the tip of his cock down her slit and back up to her clit.

“Holy hell…”

The strained words, the way he was holding himself back… Grace looked down her naked body. His muscles were tight and slicked with sweat. His slacks pushed down only far enough to free his cock, his hand wrapped around the condom on his shaft, holding it in place as he teased her. But it was the look on his face as he stared down at her sex that did her in. Cheeks flushed with arousal, eyes heavy-lidded and glazed, mouth open as he watched her body react to every stroke.

She pushed up on her elbows, needing him to fill her, to stop tormenting her. Needing to watch. “Brian…”

The thick, blunt head of his cock slid down to her opening. She shuddered, poised to take him in. Eyes locked on where he touched her, he flexed his hips, then pressed deeply inside her on a groan she felt everywhere.

“Oh yessss…” Every muscle in her body tightened. He filled her completely, stretching her, sending pleasure skirting along every nerve ending, then drew back out slowly, still watching.

“That is so fucking sexy,” he managed, pushing inside again.

Grace moaned and lifted her hips, trying to get him to move faster. Her fingers dug into the couch cushions. “You’re killing me. Oh fuck, that feels so good. Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop.”

His gaze lifted to hers. Still smoldering. Still aroused. But now burning. Burning for her. He leaned forward and captured her mouth, driving deep once more, pulling back and thrusting harder, faster.

Grace let go of the couch, reached for him, and slid her fingers into his hair as she flicked her tongue against his. His hips picked up speed. He fucked her with long, deep, frantic strokes, meeting every rock of her hips with his own. Electricity gathered inside her, was on the crest of breaking, was—

He drew back from her mouth, pulled free of her body. Grace gasped. But before she could protest, his hands landed against her hips, and he was twisting her. “Flip over. Knees up on the couch.”

She moved as fast as she could, her heart racing, her body trembling. Fabric rustled, and something hit the floor. Then she felt his bare knees between both of hers, nudging her legs wider. “Open. And arch for me.”

Grace lowered her chest to the back of the couch, the movement forcing her ass out and up. One of Brian’s big hands landed against her hip, the other brushed her inner thigh. And then he filled her again in one sharp thrust that dragged a groan from her chest.

“Fuck. You feel so damn good. So much better than you should.”

Grace didn’t know what he meant, but she didn’t care. She was lost. Her fingers curled around the back of the cushion, holding on while he fucked her hard and deep. So much deeper than before. One of his hands closed around her breast; the other slid down her stomach, between her thighs, and flicked her clit in time with his thrusts. Electricity arced all through her body once more.

“Brian…” She tried to reach back for him, couldn’t get her hands to grab on.

“Yes,” he whispered, leaning over her, thrusting deep again and again. “You can come now. Come with me, Gracie. I want to hear you let go.”

That was it. All that she could take. Her orgasm exploded in a burst of heat and light she felt everywhere. She wasn’t sure if she screamed, but she felt his whole body stiffen, felt him drive home again and again, then heard his cry of release when his own orgasm hit.

Her arms collapsed beneath her. Her cheek landed against the back couch cushion. Dragging air into her tight lungs, she blinked several times, trying to figure out how the hell she’d gotten so lucky tonight.

“Are you alive?” he said behind her, his warm breath rushing over the sensitive skin of her neck to make her tremble, his body plastered to hers.

“Barely.” He was still inside her, still hard and hot and so very thick. She couldn’t stop herself from tightening around him. “God, that was good.”

He chuckled against her, and she felt the vibration all the way to her toes. “Wait here.” Carefully, he pressed his lips to her nape, then disengaged himself from her body and moved away. “I’ll be right back.”

Cool air washed over her spine. Blessed, much needed cool air. While he disappeared into her bedroom, she flopped back on the couch and stared up at the ceiling, just trying to regulate her pulse.

That hadn’t just been good, it had been…amazing. And even though she should be embarrassed and wondering what he thought of her now that it was over, all she could think about was how much she wanted that again.

Water ran in the bathroom, and she waited for him to come back, but he didn’t. Long minutes passed in silence. Her stomach tightened with a host of nerves.

Pushing up, she looked around, spotted his black button-down hanging off the lamp, and reached for it. He’d said she’d regret this, but she didn’t. Not a bit. And if he did, well, she planned to change his mind. At least for tonight.

Because she wasn’t ready to let Mr. Hottie go. Not yet.

 

* * *

 

Stupid. So fucking stupid…

What the hell were you thinking?

Bracing his hands against the granite counter in the bathroom, Brian lifted his head and stared at his reflection in the mirror. His hair was mussed thanks to Grace’s wild hands, his mouth still swollen from her demanding kisses, and his body…. Yeah, his skin still tingled and his dick was already semi-hard again just thinking about her lying naked out there on the couch, limp and sated from multiple climaxes.

He obviously hadn’t been thinking. Not with his big head, at least. If he had, he never would have touched her.

Goddamn… He raked a hand through his hair. He was so screwed, it wasn’t even funny. As soon as Ryder found out about this, his ass was fucking fired. Once again, he’d managed to take a good thing and shoot it all to hell.

A soft knock sounded at the door. “Brian?” Just the sound of her sexy voice shot a wicked thrill all through his body, and damn, but he loved the way she said his name—all soft and needy and…hot. “Did you fall in in there?”

Shit. His eyes slid closed.

He couldn’t hide from her. What he needed to do was open the door and tell her who he really was. But if he did that, he’d be digging his own grave.

As his mind spun with the negatives, a tiny voice screamed if he left now—before she figured out who he was—and he didn’t see her again, maybe he could skate free of this before everything turned to shit. Ryder had said he and his sister weren’t particularly close. She didn’t know Brian’s last name or even that Jake had sent him, and she’d lied to him about who she really was, proving she didn’t want anyone to know what she was up to. He hadn’t picked up a single threat in the two days he’d been following her, and he could come up with some bullshit excuse to Ryder why he needed to send someone else to look out for her during the rest of her trip. If he got gone now, there was a good chance she’d never even mention this crazy night to her overbearing older brother.

His pulse raced. His hands grew sweaty. It was a cowardly thing to do, but right now it was the only option he had. Decision made, he pulled the door open, then went still as stone as soon as he saw her wearing his black shirt, contrasting sharply with her pale, perfect skin, the buttons open enough so he could see the mounds of her small, heavenly breasts—the ones he’d had in his mouth only minutes ago—and the hem grazing her creamy, toned thighs. Thighs that had wrapped around him, drawn him in, and shut down every functioning brain cell until want was all he knew.

Her gaze searched his. “Are you okay?”

Okay? Was he okay? No, wasn’t fucking okay, because he desperately didn’t want to leave.

“Yeah.” He cleared his throat. Told himself to hold it together. “I’m fine. You’re, ah, wearing my shirt.”

A mischievous smile curled her lips. “I know.” She laced her hands behind her back and moved toward the big bed in the middle of the room, all but skipping. And goddamn, that shouldn’t be sexy either, but it was. “If you want it back, you’re going to have to come take it from me.”

She knelt up on the bed, leaned back in the pillows, and sat cross-legged, her dark hair falling around her face in a sexy little tousle. She had a youthful vivaciousness he hadn’t experienced with anyone else, and it made him feel alive in a way he’d been missing the last few years. His body ached to be near her, his fingers itched to touch her, to slide across her long, slender legs folded beneath her, then up to the tails of his shirt just barely covering her sweet, steamy center.

Mother of God…

He swallowed hard and only just caught himself from calling her Grace. “Samara…”

She crooked her index finger at him. “You don’t want to leave yet, Brian. Not when things are about to get fun.” Heat flooded his system. That adorable little dimple flashed. “Come here before I’m forced to come get you.”

Forget want. He needed. His feet moved on their own, and his hands landed on the mattress before he could stop them. “You’re gonna be trouble for me, you know that?”

He loved the girlish giggle that slipped from her lips and the stark desire in her eyes when he crawled over her. “I like the thought of getting into all kinds of trouble with you.”

Her hands captured his face, and she dragged his lips to hers in a blistering kiss that supercharged every part of his body.

He liked that thought as well. Way too much.

Sinking into her kiss, he told himself he’d leave in the morning. But tonight, she was his.
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CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Grace couldn’t sleep. She’d been trying to doze for the last three hours, but every time Brian’s warm breath tickled her skin or he did that soft snoring thing like he was doing now, her body seemed to shoot right back to spontaneous combustion.

She should be relaxed. She should be sated. And she was—for the most part—but his head resting against her chest and his naked body intertwined with hers under the covers kept making her hot. And thinking about the way he’d moved, the things he’d done with his mouth and fingers and tongue… There was no way she was falling asleep tonight when all that was replaying in her head.

Glancing down at him, she ran her fingers through his silky hair for the thousandth time and sighed. Her hands slid down his neck to his right shoulder and the weird, puckered scar all along the top of his back. She hadn’t noticed it earlier, but now she couldn’t help but wonder where he’d gotten it and what it was from.

Unfortunately, she wasn’t going to find out tonight. He clearly wasn’t having the same insomnia problem. After all, she’d made him rock her world three—no, four—different times before she’d let him fall asleep. The guy had to be exhausted. But she didn’t want to wake him with her restlessness, so carefully, she eased out from under him, snagged his shirt from the floor, then tugged the door closed behind her as she buttoned the garment and moved into the living room.

A light snow was falling outside, catching in the lights off the balcony of her room and the ones that overlooked the slopes. Her fingers hesitated over a button on the shirt as his words echoed in her head—words from last night.

“Come with me, Gracie. I want to hear you let go.”

For a moment, her heart rate ticked up, then she frowned and pushed the stupid worry aside. She’d obviously made that up in her head, afraid she’d given herself away in the middle of one of her sex-crazed moments. But she knew she hadn’t. She was sure of it. For all Brian knew, she was Samara, winged fruit of the stupid maple tree.

Holly was the one who’d convinced Grace to use a fake name, and though Grace still wasn’t sure about that decision, her friend had been right that Vail would be a great place to get away and regroup. Grace felt better than she had in days. Slowly, her gaze slid to her guitar in the corner of the room.

As she stared at the instrument, notes came out of nowhere, pinged around in her head, and seemed to mesh together as if being written in air. Lyrics she’d been struggling with for days. Entire lines that had been hidden to her only hours ago. Excitement bursting inside her, she glanced quickly around, spotted her notebook, and grabbed it before she lost the thread.

Humming the bars in her head first, she softly strummed them on her guitar so she wouldn’t wake Brian, then furiously scribbled in her notebook. She wrote fast, afraid the notes would disappear into the ether. She wasn’t sure how much time passed, but before she knew it, she was staring down at two complete songs—the last two in her contract she’d been struggling with—chicken scratched in her blue-checked notebook like they’d been there the entire time.

Awe slithered through her. Holly had been right again. A little hot sex had done wonders for Grace’s creativity.

And the songs weren’t just there. They were good. Really good. Probably the best music she’d written in…forever. Far better than what she’d written before.

She glanced toward the closed bedroom door, wanting, needing to tell Brian what she’d just done, but he was still sound asleep, his soft snoring echoing through the door. Biting her lip, she thought of him naked in her room, thought about going in there and thanking him properly for his help. But then she remembered the way he’d collapsed against her after their last bought of adventurous sex, and she knew she couldn’t wake him. He wouldn’t understand her enthusiasm and probably wouldn’t care. And common sense also screamed she couldn’t share what she’d done when he thought she wrote back-cover copy for romance novels

Lordy. She blew the hair out of her eyes. That lie had been a bright idea, hadn’t it? Her gaze shot back to the music. But she couldn’t contain her excitement either. She had to tell someone. And the only other person she wanted to share the news with was an hour ahead of her, and that meant—she glanced toward the clock on the wall—it was still only 5:00 a.m. in Nashville.

She bit her lip, debated. Finally decided, screw it. Five a.m. was close enough to morning.

She reached for her cell, dialed, and chewed on her thumbnail while she waited. Two rings passed before a groggy voice said, “Do you know what fucking time it is?”

“I know. Sorry.” Giddiness caused Grace’s voice to rise. “I couldn’t help myself. I did it!”

“I’m almost afraid to ask,” Holly grumbled.

“I finished it.” Grace moved to the window and looked out at the falling snow. “Holly, it all just came to me. Both songs. And they’re good. No, not just good, they’re amazing. I have that feeling. You know, the one that tells you this is it? Oh my God. I’ve never written anything so awesome before.”

Holly was silent on the other end of the line. Then said, “Really? Play me a few bars.”

Grace started to hum the first few lines of the second song, then changed her mind. “No, I still need to flesh a few things out, and I don’t want you to hear anything until they’re totally polished. But trust me…this is it. You were right! I still can’t believe how right you were. I’ll never question you again.”

Holly chuckled. “Does this mean you dragged McDreamy back to your room?”

Not just dragged. Ravished. Several times.

Warmth curled all through Grace’s body. “Possibly.”

“Is he still there?”

“Yeah, he’s asleep.”

“What does he do?”

“Um, he’s a professional skier. Totally not my type.”

Holly hesitated. “Are you going to see him again?”

Was she? A wicked flare burned in the center of Grace’s belly. She wanted to. She really liked Brian—more than she’d expected. And it wasn’t just about sex—though that had been the best she’d had in…well, forever. No, what intrigued her most was that there was something dark and mysterious about him, something she sensed he kept closed off from most people, something she had the strangest sense she was breaking through. And the thought of uncovering that made every cell in her body tremble with exhilaration.

But…he didn’t even know her real name. She’d lied to him, and when he found out everything she’d told him was false, he might not be as crazy for her as he’d been last night.

“I don’t know,” she said, the thought of not seeing him again more depressing than she’d expected. “I doubt it. He lives here. I live in Nashville. Plus, this was just a one-night thing.”

Holly was quiet for several moments, then said, “Probably smart. As you said, the last thing you need is a man.”

True, but…if she were going to fall for a man, Grace had a feeling Brian was the kind of guy that could make her tumble head over heels.

“What are you going to do today?” Holly asked.

Grace glanced toward the bedroom again. What she wanted to do was go in there and wake Brian up with her mouth. “I…don’t know.”

“Wow, you do have it bad.” Holly sighed. “You know what? You need to get away from the guy before you do something stupid. Fuck him again if you want, just to get it out of your system, but don’t forget what’s important. You don’t need some guy grabbing on to your coattails when you’re about to hit it big.”

There was that not so subtle thing again.

“I don’t know,” Grace mumbled. “Maybe I’ll just spend the day skiing.”

‘There you go,” Holly said. “Send McDreamy packing, then go and have fun.”

Grace looked back at the bedroom door. Holly was right. She didn’t need a guy confusing her priorities, but for reasons she didn’t want to examine too closely just yet, she wasn’t ready to let this one go.

Her stomach tossed, and perspiration dotted her forehead. She said good-bye to Holly and stared at the bedroom door. She was only going to be here another night or two now that she’d written her songs. And she really didn’t want to spend them alone. If Brian was up for it, she wanted to spend them with him.

She gnawed on her lip again. If, that was, he didn’t hate her after she told him the truth.

 

* * *

 

The scent of fresh-brewed coffee with a hint of something sweet roused Brian from a deep sleep. Blinking several times, he stretched his arms over his head, then rolled to his back on the soft, pillow-top mattress.

“You sleep like the dead,” a sweet, sexy voice said to his left. “Did anyone ever tell you that?”

Brian glanced toward the dark-haired vixen sitting cross-legged on the covers next to him, a mug of steaming coffee cradled in her hands and a wicked-hot smile curling her sensual lips. Morning light cascaded over her in bands of gold and white, making her look almost angelic, contrasting with the naughty things she’d done to him last night. His blood warmed at just the sight of her in his shirt again, his body coming instantly awake and alert with the memory of what she felt like beneath him, above him, bent over in front of him.

He sucked in a deep breath, planted his feet on the mattress, and scooted back in the pillows, careful to drag the sheet with him so she couldn’t see what she was doing to his body. Guilt slithered in. A guilt that told him he never should have stayed last night, shouldn’t have enjoyed it so much, definitely shouldn’t be here right now. “A few people have mentioned it.”

“Lucky girls.” She handed him the steamy mug.

“Not girls,” he said, taking a deep sip. Man, that tasted good. Almost as good as her. “Army buddies.”

“You were in the military?”

He nodded and took another sip, hoping the caffeine would wake up his brain so he’d stop thinking with his dick. “Delta Force. Seven years.”

“Wow.” She rested her elbow on her folded knee and perched her cute little chin on her hand. “Is that how you got that scar on your back?”

Just the mention made his shoulder throb, and he rolled it back against the pillows. “Yeah.”

She pursed her lips, waiting, he knew, for more. When he didn’t elaborate, she said, “How did you have time to ski?”

Brian’s hand froze, mug halfway to his mouth. Shit, he’d told her he was a professional skier, hadn’t he? His mind spun. “Just comes naturally, I guess.” He glanced down at his coffee, desperate to change the subject. “You put Baileys in this. Where did you get it?”

“On the plane on the way out here. I tossed the little bottle in my purse on the flight. Irish cream is one of the few alcohols I do like.”

He lifted his mug to his lips. “You aren’t trying to get me drunk, are you?”

“Well…” Her hesitant word drew his gaze, and he caught the sheepish expression crossing her features. “That depends. Are you a mean drunk?”

His eyes narrowed, and he lowered his coffee. He’d meant the comment as a joke, but he could tell now she was up to something. He just didn’t know what. From the moment he’d met her, she’d been throwing him for a loop. “What’s going on?”

She shifted to her knees, leaned back on her heels, and rested her hands on her thighs. His black shirt fell open at her chest, drawing his attention to her gorgeous breasts. “Okay, I have something to tell you, but I don’t want you to get mad.”

His stomach tightened, and the words oh shit echoed in his head. Ryder hadn’t told him everything, the dickhead. “If this is the point where you tell me you’re married—”

“No.” A relieved laugh slipped past her lips. “No, I’m definitely not married. It’s nothing like that.”

A whisper of relief passed through him. Then his mind sharpened on her brother—and his boss—and he stiffened, wondering if she’d talked to him this morning. “If it’s not that, then—”

“I don’t write back-cover copy for books,” she blurted out. “In fact, I don’t even read as much as I like, because I just don’t have the time. I”—her nose wrinkled in an adorable little way—“write songs.”

“You do,” he said slowly. She was fessing up. All on her own. Part of him was thrilled, because he really liked her. But another part—the guilty part—knew this meant he’d need to go sooner rather than later.

She nodded and drew in a deep breath. “I know I shouldn’t have lied to you last night, but I thought there was no harm in it, since this was just a one-night thing and because I live in Tennessee and you live here and we’re never going to see each other again. But then last night I couldn’t sleep, so I got up, and when I was standing in the living room watching the snow and thinking about you, all these notes just hit me out of nowhere. That’s never happened to me. I mean”—she lifted her hands outward—“it was like bam, totally in my face. I haven’t been able to write for weeks, not with all the stuff happening back home, but last night, it was like someone turned on a faucet. I’ve been working furiously since, and when I finished, I was so excited, I just wanted to tell you what I’d done. But then I realized I couldn’t because of that silly lie. Holly said to just kick you out and celebrate—actually, she said to fuck you again and then kick you out—but that’s not me, and as much as I really want to have sex with you again right now, what I want more is to tell you and thank you for inspiring me. I don’t know that I would have finished this contract without you.”

She dropped her hands to her thighs and stared at him with expectant eyes. And in the silence, Brian sat stunned, trying to process her ramblings. She’d opened a door—hinted at something bad happening at home—and he knew he should take it. Knew he should feel her out and see if there really was some kind of threat he’d missed because he’d been so hot for the woman since she’d hit on him in that bar, but the humming in his brain wouldn’t let him focus on what he needed to do. It was steering him toward the other important elements he’d picked up from her words. The ones that were centered on him.

“I inspired you? How?”

Excitement lit her dark eyes, brightening her face, making her look like a kid in a candy store. “You gave me the words for the last two songs I needed to write. See, Royalty Records offered me a contract to write twelve new songs, which they’re going to push to their biggest recording artists. For a songwriter, this is a huge break. Only, I’ve been totally struggling with the last few. Until this morning, that is.”

Brian’s skin grew hot, and though he knew he shouldn’t ask, he couldn’t seem to stop himself. “Can I hear one?”

Grace bit her lip, and, man, he loved the nervous way her gaze darted around and how her fingers curled into fists against her bare thighs.

“Okay, but you have to remember it’s rough.” She looked back at him, and the excitement brimming in her eyes warmed his insides in a way he didn’t expect. “I haven’t totally fleshed it all out. I don’t have the right instruments, so it won’t sound the way I hear it in my head yet.”

“Okay.”

She darted off the bed and disappeared into the other room, and while he waited, Brian shifted back in the pillows, realizing…his hands were sweating.

She came back into the room with her guitar and sat on the edge of the bed. “I never play for anyone until a song’s done, so if you hate it…just don’t tell me.” She strummed the first few notes, then held her hand over the strings. “I want this to start with soft piano chords that grow intensity. Strings will come in later.”

Anticipation gathered in his belly while her fingers moved against the instrument. Soft notes filled the room, curling around him like a caress. All other sound died off as she strummed the first few bars, and Brian felt his body relaxing, felt the music filling the air, felt her passion for what she had written flow from her into the guitar.

She was good with the instrument—better than he’d expected. Then she opened her mouth and started to sing.

Her voice… Holy God… Her voice was beautiful—smoky, seductive, unguarded in a way she hadn’t been, even with him. And the lyrics she’d written, about holding on to new experiences, about growing and changing, about finding something you were never even looking for, they were urgent, honest, and filled with a multitude of layers he was pretty sure he could never reach even if he spent a lifetime looking.

By the time she strummed the last note and her sexy voice faded in the air, Brian’s entire body was tight and vibrating.

“Well?” she asked, looking his way with nervous eyes. “Do you hate it?”

Slowly, because his hands were shaking, Brian set his coffee on the nightstand next to him. “You wrote a song about me?”

“No.” Her cheeks turned pink, and she lowered the guitar to the floor near her feet, her fingers curling around the instrument again in that nervous clench and release she did often. “Yes. Well, sort of. It’s not about you, per se, it’s more about…how you made me feel.”

He made plenty of people nervous just being in the line of work he was in, but he couldn’t remember the last time he’d made a woman nervous simply because of the way he made her feel. Was pretty sure, in fact, that he hadn’t made a woman feel anything deeper than physical in a very long time.

“Come here.” His voice was thick. The words raspy. He held out his hand, needing to touch her.

Grace pushed from the bed, leaned the guitar against the wall, then carefully slid her hand over his. “It still needs some work. I want to bring in acoustics and have it all build to a crescendo in the second half. Then I want—”

Brian tugged her down so she was sitting on his lap. The motion knocked her off balance, and she sucked in a surprised breath as he wrapped an arm around her to hold her up, then rested her hand against his bare chest.

His skin felt three sizes too small, his body hot and not his own, and when she touched him… God, it was the best feeling in the world. All those thoughts about getting up out of this bed and walking out of her life without an explanation disappeared into the ether, just like the notes of her song. “I’ve never been anyone’s inspiration before, let alone for something as beautiful as that. You are absolutely amazing.”

A wide smile broke across her face. “Does this mean you’re not mad that I lied to you?”

“I’m not mad. How could I be mad after that?”

“Oh, good. Then hopefully you won’t be mad at this either.” She glanced at her hands with that nervous, wary expression once more. The one that supercharged his blood and made him feel like he was fifteen again. “My name’s not Samara.”

Amusement trickled through him. “I know.”

Surprised eyes darted up to his. “You do?”

“You don’t look like the winged fruit of any maple tree.”

That smile came back full force. “I don’t?”

He shook his head.

“My name’s Grace. Grace Ryder.”

“And I’m Brian Walker.” An operative for Aegis Security, sent here by your brother to watch out for you, even though you told him you didn’t want any kind of security messing up your life. And when you find out I’ve been spying on you all this time and that I lied to you about who I was, I’m pretty sure you’re not gonna want to have a thing to do with me. And that’s gonna hurt a hell of a lot worse than losing my job.

“Brian Walker, huh?” Her sexy smile widened. “I like that.”

And he liked how she said his name. Wanted to keep hearing her say it, and knew he couldn’t.

Her brow dropped low, and her fingers slid along his jaw, making his skin tingle and his need for her rocket right back to the forefront. “Hey. Is everything okay?”

“Yeah.” He tightened his arm around her, dragging her closer to his body, needing to touch her, to taste her, to lose himself in her one more time before he killed things between them for good and told her the truth. Somehow, in less than twenty-four hours, this unpredictable, vivacious, electrifying woman had tipped his entire world completely upside down. And he had a feeling he wasn’t ever going to be the same. “Everything’s fine. Just kiss me again, Grace. Kiss me before you don’t want to anymore.”

Her fingers spread against his jaw, and she leaned in close, her body warming his from the outside in. “That won’t be an issue. Because I’m crazy about these lips.”

And he was crazy about her. A fact he couldn’t change, and one he now knew was going to ruin everything.
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CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Something felt off.

Grace hated that she was being so self-conscious. She didn’t know Brian well enough to decipher his different moods, and she definitely didn’t have the right to ask what was bothering him. But she’d always been able to read people pretty well, and her instincts were screaming there was something going on.

After kissing her crazy—a make-out session she’d hoped would lead to more but hadn’t—they’d dressed, then gotten a bite to eat at the coffee bar. He’d been quiet and withdrawn all through breakfast, and more than once, Grace had sensed he was on the verge of telling her something, but he never did. She knew logically their night was over and that she should just let him go wherever he was headed next, but she wasn’t ready to say good-bye. It had taken some cajoling on her part, but she’d finally gotten him to agree to go skiing with her today. And for the most part, as they’d swooshed through the new powder and chased each other down the hill, he’d seem to be enjoying himself. Until that dark look would pass over his eyes again. The one she’d seen several times since she’d sung him her song.

Doubt pressed in. A doubt that told her the music wasn’t as good as she thought. That she’d freaked him out by telling him he’d inspired her. That something that was too good to be true usually was.

She stared off into the distance, taking in the view of the snowy mountains, and told herself she was being silly. This wasn’t a relationship, it was just fun. And she needed to remember that. As she stood on the side of the run, staring out at the view, Brian skied up next to her and cut his skis in the powder, sending snow all over her.

“Oh my God.” Grace shrieked. “You did that on purpose!”

His boyish laugh warmed her blood and pushed aside the doubt. “You were way too deep in thought there.”

“I’ll show you deep in something.” Grace let go of her poles and launched herself at him.

Her boots, trapped in her bindings, prevented her from getting a good push off, and she fell more than threw herself into him. But it was enough to knock him off balance, and he landed on his side in a puff of white.

His laughter echoed around her—a laughter she loved because it meant he was enjoying himself, not brooding about something he wouldn’t tell her—and his arms wrapped around her. He rolled her over, and she found herself trapped. One leg hanging over his hip, her skis tangled with his in the snow, and his muscular body blocking out everything else—the view, the snow, the other skiers on the hill—everything but him.

“You shouldn’t have thrown snow on me up there at the top of the hill,” he said. “Or ducked behind that couple to get away from me. I almost took them out.”

His gloved fingers pressed into Grace’s side, and she laughed and tried to move away from the pressure, but all her wiggling did was force her legs and hips into closer contact with his.

Tingles permeated her skin, even through the thick fabric of the snow pants. Tingles she liked way too much and couldn’t give in to out here in the middle of the run. “Okay, I give. I give!”

He stopped his relentless tickling and leaned over her. “We’re not even. I still owe you for cutting in front of me on the last run and making me crash into that snow bank.”

“Oh, come on. You look adorable in white.”

He scowled down at her and reached for a handful of snow. “You do too.”

Yelping, Grace scooted closer, wrapped her arms around his neck, and pulled herself up so she was plastered to his chest. “Stop! Stop. I’ll make it up to you in other ways. How about that?”

His hand was still clutching the snow, but his other arm slid under her torso to hold her close. “Depends on what you have in mind.”

Grace lifted her mouth to his jaw and pressed her lips against his cool, scruffy cheek. Why was it so damn sexy when men didn’t shave? “Well.” She moved her lips a fraction of an inch. Kissed another spot. “If you don’t have plans tonight, you could come back to my room and we could open a bottle of wine.”

“You don’t particularly like alcohol.”

He’d figured that out, huh? Grace’s lips turned up in a grin. She kissed another delectable spot. “Okay, then, we’ll have diet root beer.”

“I hate to tell you this, honey, but that’s not overly enticing.”

“Naked.”

He drew back from her and stared down into her eyes, and Grace saw that look again. That dark, brooding look that told her there was something going on with him. Something she might not want to know.

“Grace, I need to tell you something.”

Her stomach tightened. “This isn’t the part where you confess you have a wife, is it?”

“No.” A strange look passed over his face. “Not a current one, at least.”

“You’re married?” Grace asked, pushing away and sitting up on her own.

He let go of her and frowned. “Divorced.”

“Oh.” She wasn’t sure what to say. A lot of people got married and divorced. It definitely shouldn’t bother her. But she couldn’t stop wondering what kind of woman he would marry.

“She was young,” he said. “Really young. And it didn’t last long. Which is why I don’t get involved with women in their twenties.”

Grace glanced at all the snow around them. Then her gaze shot back to his. “That’s why you were asking me how old I was last night.” When he nodded, she couldn’t stop herself. “What happened?”

He yanked off his glove and scratched the back of his head just under the edge of his knit cap as if he didn’t want to tell her. “I was already in the military when we got married. We met through a friend, and I knew she was quite a bit younger, but I thought she could handle the whole wife-of-a-soldier thing. I got shipped out to Afghanistan only a few weeks after the wedding. She didn’t adjust to the separation so well. Used to send me these long e-mails about how lonely she was. Anyway, I’d been there about six months when we had this really intense mission. After it was over, my CO gave us all an unscheduled two-week furlough. I didn’t tell her. Thought I’d surprise her instead. And I did. Surprised all of us, actually.”

“What do you mean by ‘all’?”

“I mean, I caught her with my ex-best friend.”

“Oh. Ouch.” Grace cringed. And that would be why he didn’t date younger women. Because to him they were all as immature as his young wife.

“Yeah, well.” He turned to look at her. “You’re not like her. I know that. I just have…issues.”

Any guy would after that.

Grace drew in a courageous breath. “The last guy I dated had a history of indecent exposure. I didn’t know about it until after I broke up with him, when the cops came to question me about a case where he’d exposed himself to some poor, unsuspecting teenager. You’re not the only one with issues.”

One side of his lips turned up, and he rubbed his eyebrow. “That’s…pretty sad, I’ll give you that. But I can top it. When I walked in on my wife and my ex-friend, they weren’t just having sex. She was tied up in ropes and handcuffs and hanging from the ceiling. I thought she was being tortured. They had to explain to me what was going on. I didn’t even know she was into that BDSM shit.”

Grace barked out a laugh and covered her mouth with her gloved hand. “Oh, you win. That’s terrible.”

His smile widened, and a space around her heart contracted at the sparkle she saw in his crazy-blue eyes. His brow dropped, but that glint of amusement lingered. “You’re not into that, are you?”

“What…bondage?”

He nodded.

Grace’s stomach tightened again. “I don’t know. I’ve never tried it. You’re the one who was teasing last night about whips-and-chains romances. Have you?”

He shook his head. But his eyes… They were definitely interested.

Thoughts pinged around in Grace’s mind. And every dirty one involving him, and her, a length of rope, and a blindfold. Warm liquid seemed to spread all through her lower body. Suddenly the thought of him tying her up and doing all those naughty things to her didn’t sound so bad.

Arousal speared through her body, making her thighs burn with the need to feel him everywhere. She leaned forward and pressed her mouth to the edge of his cold lips. “I think you could be trouble for me, Brian Walker.”

He turned his head and captured her mouth so quickly, so possessively, she groaned. His tongue slipped past her lips, scraping over her teeth as he took a deep, electrifying taste. Her muscles loosened. She sank into his kiss. Forgot about the snow and how cold her nose was and the fact there were people on the slopes all around them. She only wanted more. More of him.

She was panting by the time he pulled back.

“Grace,” he said softly, those deep blue eyes gazing into hers, making her feel like he was looking all the way into her soul. “I really like you. More than I expected. And I want you to know I didn’t plan this. I never should have talked to you in the bar last night, but I couldn’t help myself. You’re just… You’re not at all what I expected. You…dazzle me. You really do. And I haven’t been dazzled in a very long time. I forgot what it was like.”

His words caused Grace’s internal fires to flip to Sizzle. Her lips curved, and she lifted her mouth back to his. “You dazzle me too, Brian. More than you know.”

Snow swished close by as Grace was pressing her mouth against Brian’s again. Laughter floated in the air, and muffled voices echoed around her. Abruptly, Brian pulled away.

“What did you say?” he called, twisting to look down the hill.

Two twenty-something snowboarders had stopped ten feet from them, Grace realized. The one wearing a red cap looked their direction.

“You didn’t hear about it?” he called. “Cops are all over the resort. Someone broke into a couple of the rooms. Dude, it’s like CSI down there. Fucking cool.”

The two snowboarders took off, and Brian was on his feet before Grace even saw him move. He grabbed her by the arms and hauled her up. “Come on.”

“Wh—” Grace wobbled but found her balance. Brian handed her the poles she’d dropped and bent to fix his binding. “Why the rush?”

“I want to check out what’s happening down there.”

That dark look was back in his eyes. She frowned as she brushed the snow off her jacket and ski pants, perplexed by his shift in mood. One second he’d been flirting with her, making her think about all kinds of naughty, X-rated scenarios, and the next he was acting like it was the furthest thing from his mind.

He took off down the hill, made a turn, and looked back at her. “Aren’t you coming?”

Grace’s frown deepened. Yeah, unfortunately she was, but not in the way she wanted.

 

* * *

 

Brian had a bad feeling brewing in the pit of his stomach. And if there was one thing he’d learned to trust over the years, it was that feeling, because it had kept him alive in some pretty shitty situations.

They stepped off the elevator on Grace’s floor, and that feeling jumped tenfold when she saw the collection of police officers halfway down the hall. He leaned close to Grace. “Stay behind me.”

“That’s my room they’re in,” Grace exclaimed, not listening.

She moved in front of him, but he caught her by the hand and pulled her back. “Let me find out what’s going on.”

She nodded, but he could see in her eyes that she didn’t like handing over control.

He approached the closest officer and explained who they were. The man nodded, then turned and yelled, “Hey, Charlie. The guest is here.”

Seconds later, another man, this one dressed in a suit, with salt-and-pepper hair, stepped out of the open door. “Grace Ryder?”

“Yeah, that’s me.” Grace said, tugging off her coat. “What happened in my room?”

“The maid came by and found the room in shambles. The one directly above your suite and the one right below were also vandalized.”

Grace wrapped her arms around her coat and tried to look past the detective into the room. “Can I go in?”

“Yeah. We were hoping you would. We need you to look around and tell us if anything’s missing. Careful what you touch.”

Grace nodded. But as the detective stepped back and Grace moved forward, Brian saw the worry in her eyes, and the fear. And that hum in his blood, the one that told him he’d missed something when he’d been drooling all over her last night, amped up another notch.

Grace moved ahead of him and muttered, “Oh my God.”

Brian’s feet drew to a stop in the middle of the living room, and a sinking feeling consumed him as he glanced around. This wasn’t just a random break-in. Someone had trashed the place. Every piece of furniture was overturned. Every drawer open, every cushion tossed and slashed. Picture frames that had once hung on the walls lay in piles of broken glass, lamps were shattered, the curtains along the sliding glass door were hanging askew and shredded, and her guitar—the one she’d used to play him that song—was nothing but a pile of busted wood.

Ryder’s worry that someone was after Grace wasn’t just paranoia. It was real. And the person who could do this kind of damage harbored more than just animosity toward the woman. They were consumed by hatred.

From the direction of the bedroom, Grace yelped. Looking up, Brian realized she’d moved away from him when he’d been lost taking it all in. Every muscle in his body tensed, and he reached back for his gun, only to realize he’d left it in his room when he’d gone to grab his snow gear.

The bedroom was more wrecked than the living room, and a few officers were milling around, gathering evidence. Grace came walking out of the master bathroom with a dripping ziplock bag wrapped around a blue-checked notebook. Stopping near the bed, Brian’s brow dropped low. “What is that?”

“My book.” She tore the bag open, dropped it on the floor, and tugged the notebook out.

“Where was it?”

“In the toilet tank.”

Confusion hit him square between the eyes. “You hid a notebook in the toilet before we left?”

She flipped through the book. “I always hide anything of value in my hotel room. Something like this could happen.”

There she went, surprising him again. She hadn’t hidden her laptop or her wallet or her jewelry or the keys to her car or anything a normal person would consider valuable. She’d hidden a ninety-nine-cent notebook.

Her shoulders relaxed on a relieved sigh. “It’s all here. Whoever broke in didn’t find it.” She pressed a hand to her chest. “I can breathe again.”

He suddenly needed to know a whole lot more about what kind of threat was happening back at home. And what the hell she kept in that book.

Turning away from her, he moved back out into the living room and spotted the detective who’d brought them in.

He crossed the room, pulled his business card from his wallet, and handed it to the detective. “I’m Brian Walker. Private security for Ms. Ryder. I’m going to need to see the video surveillance from the hall.”

The detective stared down at the card. “Aegis Security. I’ve heard of you.”

Behind him, Grace gasped, and Brian knew he’d just royally fucked up everything between them, but he couldn’t dwell on that now. This was more important.

“Ryder…” the detective said. “Ryder… She’s not related to Jake Ryder, the CEO of Aegis, is she?”

“Sister,” Brian answered.

The detective glanced past Brian to Grace behind him, and though she was quiet, Brian could all but feel her enraged stare boring into the back of his head. “Is there a situation here we should be aware of? I’m starting to think this wasn’t just a random break-in. The damage in this room is way more severe than the other two.”

Brian wasn’t ready to share any info with the local cops yet. Not until he talked to Grace. And her brother. “Jake Ryder has more than a few enemies. His sister’s safety is his top priority.”

The detective harrumphed, obviously knowing Brian wasn’t ready to divulge details. Turning away, he signaled another man in a suit standing near the door.

The other man rushed over and shook Brian’s hand. “I’m Walt Siegfried, manager of the resort. We’re going to move you to one of the villas for the duration of your stay.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Grace said in a clipped tone, moving up on Brian’s right. “I’ve just decided it’s time to leave.”

Brian glanced at her. Her jaw was hard, her shoulders tight, and she wasn’t daring to look his way, but he could tell by the way she was staring at the manager that she was pissed.

The manager glanced to the detective. “Um…”

“Ms. Ryder,” the detective said, zeroing in on Grace. “We’ve got a major storm moving in. Up to fourteen inches expected by morning. I-70’s already shut down west of here. If you leave now, you’re going to get caught in it. Let the hotel put you up in one of the villas while we sort all this out. Between your private detail here and the tighter security in the VIP villas, you’ll be perfectly safe.”

A muscle ticked in Grace’s jaw, and she crossed her arms over the notebook plastered to her chest. “Fine. But I’m going there alone.”

Brian grasped Grace at the elbow and gently tugged her away from the group. “Excuse us for a minute, would you, gentlemen?”

Grace tried to yank her arm from his grip but he only held her tighter. He pulled her into the corner of the room and worked to keep his voice quiet when he said, “You can be pissed at me all you want, but be smart about how you do it.”

Grace wriggled her arm free and crossed her arms over her chest again, careful not to make eye contact. “I’m not having this conversation with you.”

“Yes, you are. And after this”—he nodded toward the demolished room—“you’re not going anywhere without me. Tomorrow you can call whoever you want and get someone else in here to watch over you, but tonight I’m here to make sure nothing happens to you, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do. So get used to it.”

He moved away from her, knowing he was leaving her seething, but pushed it from his mind. When he reached the detective again, he nodded toward the resort manager. “We’ll take that villa.”

“Perfect.” The manager pulled a two-way radio from his belt. “I’ll make sure it’s all set up for you.”

As the manager moved toward the hall, Brian focused on the detective again. “Now, about those surveillance tapes.”

“We’ll get you what we can,” the detective answered. “But so far it looks like the break-in happened from the patio. Come over here and let me show you.”

He followed the detective to the sliding glass door, and behind him heard Grace huff and drop to sit on one of the only unbroken chairs in the room. He knew she was mad, and she had every right to be, but right now the only thing that mattered was keeping her safe. Something he should have been thinking about long before this.
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CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Jake Ryder was a dead man. But he’d have to get in line and wait, because Grace had plans to kill Brian Walker first.

Standing in the middle of the marble bathroom in the villa the hotel had given her, Grace pressed both hands against her forehead. The room spun, and her stomach felt like it was about to hurl up what little she’d eaten today. She couldn’t believe what a complete idiot she’d been. Brian had lied to her. Seduced her. Then fucked her. All for what? To get close to her because her brother had ordered him to? She was nothing but a stupid job to him.

“Come with me, Gracie.”

Goddamn it. If she’d paid attention to the signs—to the way he held himself, the way his gaze noticed everything happening around him, to the fact he’d called her by her real name last night before she’d told him who she was, she’d have known he was a liar and a cheat.

Somewhere in the back of her mind, she realized plotting his demise probably counted as premeditated murder, but she didn’t care. He worked for her brother. He wasn’t a professional skier like he’d told her. He was a stupid Aegis operative.

Tightness pressed down on her chest, a tightness she didn’t like. She waved her hands in front of her face and tried to suck back air. Dropping to sit on the edge of the tub, she breathed deep so she didn’t pass out. That would make things better, wouldn’t it? Prove to him and her son-of-a-bitch brother that she actually did need protecting?

The rage slowly receded, and she focused on the push and pull of her lungs, on the sound of the wind picking up outside and the hum of the heater somewhere in the ceiling. One night. She could get through one night without killing him. Once the storm cleared, she’d head home, forget she ever met Brian Walker, then deal with her brother later. When there weren’t any sharp instruments within reach.

Her phone buzzed, and she crossed the room and snatched it from the counter. Unknown number. If it was her brother…

“Hello?” she answered curtly.

“I want to set up a scene in one of the fantasy rooms tonight, but I need another partner. Do you know if Jessica’s working?”

Grace lost it. Just completely lost it. “This isn’t the fucking Playhouse. Check the goddamn number, prick.”

She punched End on her phone, totally dissatisfied she couldn’t slam the thing down and really make a statement. A knock sounded on the door, and Grace’s head came up.

“You didn’t fall in in there, did you?” Brian teased, using the same line she’d tossed at him last night. Then, less amused, “Get off the phone and come out here, Grace. We need to talk.”

Grace’s fingers turned white around the phone in her hand. Oh yeah, they needed to talk. She just didn’t trust herself not to let him have it.

 

Composing herself as best she could, Grace pulled open the door only to find the master bedroom was empty. Glass clinked from the direction of the living area, and, knowing she couldn’t hide forever, she lifted her chin and headed that way.

The villa was exquisite. Even in her questionable mental state, Grace could see that the accommodations here were head and shoulders above what she’d had at the hotel. Travertine floors, marble counters, tall, arching windows that looked out at the snowy mountains, a river-rock fireplace in both the living area and master bedroom, and plush, comfortable furnishings a person could sink into after a long day of skiing. Their villa was situated on the edge of the property, and out the back windows, you couldn’t even see the other buildings around them. It was a tiny slice of heaven in the middle of what Grace considered her own personal hell.

Brian was standing in the adjacent kitchen when Grace stepped into the room. A fire roared in the fireplace and snow fell outside the steadily darkening windows. The TV caught her attention across the room, the image paused on a view of the hallway outside her room in the main part of the hotel.

He was watching the security tapes. Clenching her jaw, Grace dropped into a leather chair and reminded herself to stay calm. One night. She could get through one night without committing murder.

“Here, drink this.”

Brian shoved a glass in her hand filled with rich, amber liquid, then moved around behind her and sat on the couch.

Grace sniffed and grimaced. “I don’t like alcohol.”

“Drink it. You need something to settle you down.”

Her hackles came up. “Who do you think—”

“Grace.” He exhaled a long breath and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Just drink it, okay?”

If he’d been all domineering and demanding like he’d been back in her room when he’d told her in no uncertain terms that they were staying in the villa tonight, she’d have refused. No one ordered her around. But she didn’t hear that. Instead there was a frustration in his voice that for some reason counteracted her rage and reminded her that killing him would only get her life in prison.

She took a sip. Winced at the taste. When Brian said, “All of it,” she tipped her head back and swallowed.

Whiskey. Blech. She really hated hard alcohol more than she hated wine. Wiping her mouth on the sleeve of her white sweater, she set the glass on the coffee table in front of her and muttered, “Happy?”

“No, Grace. I’m not happy.” He set his drink on the coffee table, leaned forward on a sigh, then rested his forearms on his knees. Reaching up with one hand, he rubbed his forehead. “Contrary to what you think, I didn’t plan this.”

Bullshit. Her jaw clenched, but she didn’t answer. Didn’t trust herself.

“Look,” he said, dropping his arm. “We’re stuck here for the night, so we might as well make the best of it. I need to get some information from you about what’s been going on at home.”

Grace crossed her arms over her chest and propped her stocking feet on the coffee table. “If you’re my assigned security detail, then you should already know, now shouldn’t you?”

She was acting like a child. She knew it. From the exasperated expression on Brian’s face, he knew it too. Why was this bugging her so much? Not just because he’d lied to her. After all, she’d lied to him too, hadn’t she? Her emotions were all over the map, and she didn’t know why. All she knew for certain was that he’d hurt her, more than he should have been able to in such a short amount of time. And she didn’t know how to deal with that.

“Your brother called me four days ago and said you were headed to Vail and that you were having issues with a stalker back home. Random harassment stuff—e-mail, phone calls, suspicious packages left at your house. He told me the police were on it and that you’d come here to get away from it all.”

That was all true. “What are you asking me?”

He reached for a notepad and pen from the coffee table. “Do you have any reason to believe someone followed you here?”

“Besides you?”

He tipped his head and shot her a look, and pinpricks of guilt needled her. He was just doing his job—at least now he was. She could go on acting like a petulant child, or she could get this over with so she could hide in her room until morning.

“No,” she said, dropping her feet from the coffee table, unfolding her arms, and shifting more upright in her chair. “Until that break-in in my room, I’d pretty much forgotten about the whole thing.”

“How did Ryder know about your stalker? Did you tell him?”

Grace huffed. “Tell Jake some guy’s been harassing me? Are you mad? He’d do exactly what he did—send one of his operatives to babysit me.”

“Well, someone told him,” Brian said, ignoring the dig.

Someone had told him. That was clearly a given. “It could have been Holly. But it was probably my mother.”

“Who’s Holly?” He jotted a note.

“My friend. We write together. Wrote together,” she corrected. “Holly and I have been cowriting songs for several years. She’s the one who encouraged me to come up here and get away from everything so I could finish my contract.”

“Tell me about the contract.”

“What about it?”

“How did you land it?”

This was all shit Grace did not want to get into, but she knew it was inevitable. “Two years ago, I was on that reality music show, American Superstar. I got booted off in the third round. Tate Kendrick, the guy from the bar last night, was one of the judges. They have a strict policy about contestants dating judges, but after I was no longer in the running, he asked me out. It was very casual, we only went out a few times after the show aired and ended, and the media made more out of it than it actually was. I didn’t think much of it, then about six months ago, Royalty Records approached me and offered a contract for twelve new songs. They’re Kendrick’s record label. He put in a good word for me, played them some of my stuff. I guess they were impressed.”

“But not with your friend Holly?”

“Kendrick doesn’t know Holly.”

“Did you know Kendrick was going to be here this week?”

“No. I don’t keep tabs on him.”

“Don’t you think it’s a little coincidental that he is?”

Was he trying to insinuate that Kendrick was her stalker? “Tate Kendrick didn’t toss my room.”

“How do you know?”

“I just know. That’s not his style.” When he pinned her with a look, she huffed. “Look, we didn’t have that kind of relationship. It wasn’t sexual, it was friendly. And he spent more time asking me about Aegis than anything else.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. Probably because he’s had his own issues with stalkers and unpredictable bodyguards. His fans are intense.”

Brian looked back down at his notepad. “So he played Royalty Records clips of your performances on that reality show?”

“No.” Geez, Grace hated how this sounded. “When we were…dating, I played him one of the songs I’d written. That’s what he showed them.”

Brian’s hand paused against the notepad. “You wrote him a song?”

“No, I played him a song.” I wrote you a song, jackass, and see how that turned out?

The hurt was coming back. The hurt that spurred her anger all over again. She shifted in her seat and told herself to just get through this.

“So why did you get voted off the show?”

He wasn’t looking at her. He was jotting notes on that piece of paper as if he were Sherlock-fucking-Holmes, and as Grace studied him in that black Henley and the loose-fitting, faded jeans, her heart did an involuntary flip. One that pissed her off even more.

“I don’t like singing in front of people.”

He glanced her way. “You didn’t have a problem singing for me this morning.”

No, she hadn’t, had she? Grace’s heart flipped again, and, quickly, she averted her eyes from his sexy sapphire gaze.

“So that means something had to have happened,” Brian went on. “What happened on the show, Grace?”

“Nothing. I already told you.”

“Something had to have happened.”

Why was he pushing this angle so hard? Frustration welled inside her. “I didn’t like the cameras, okay? I don’t like people invading my privacy. They were at the house all the time. They put us up in one of those big mansions in the Hollywood hills, and they filmed every moment. I don’t like people hovering.”

“So you purposely sang badly to get yourself kicked off.”

Grace crossed her ankles and shook the top foot back and forth. “What makes you think that? People get cut from those shows all the time.”

“I’ve heard you sing. Remember?”

Was he trying to compliment her now? She didn’t want that. Didn’t want anything from him anymore.

“Tell me why you have an issue with people in the security field.”

“I don’t have a thing against security personnel.”

“Yeah, you do. Most people don’t even notice they’re around, but I saw the way you reacted when that guard stopped us outside your room last night, and I sure as hell can see how agitated you are right now just talking about it.”

The hair on Grace’s neck stood straight, but she clenched her fingernails into her palms to keep from reacting. “You’re obviously reading something that’s not there.”

“That’s why you stopped singing, wasn’t it?” he asked, his voice low. “It wasn’t the cameras. Cameras are temporary during the filming of a show. But you knew if you hit it big, you’d have to deal with paparazzi and fans and inevitably, more security.”

Grace was done with this conversation. She pushed to her feet. “Make up whatever excuses you want. I don’t care.”

She took a step toward the bedroom, but Brian blocked her path. “What happened with the security, Grace?”

“Nothing.”

He moved in front of her again. “What happened?”

“Nothing happened. Dammit. Why can’t it just be that I don’t want to live my life that way?”

“Because I can tell there’s something else going on. Someone with your talent doesn’t just give it all up for no reason.”

The frustration, anger, and hurt finally boiled over, and she couldn’t hold it back anymore. “I grew up with that, okay? Security from the casino was always hovering over my mother because of her shows. And not all of them were nice. Some were downright mean to a kid who didn’t even want to be there. Then every summer when she’d ship me off to my dad’s to get me out of her hair, he was always too busy to spend time with me, so he’d pawn me off on his latest bodyguard, who thought he was too important to be babysitting the boss’s kid. And let’s be honest. He was.”

She waved her hands around, knowing she was out of control but unable to stop it. “I don’t like people watching and criticizing and reporting back to someone else about the things I’m doing. And before you say this isn’t the same, you can save it. I know that Aegis isn’t really in the bodyguard business. I know that their focus is more black-ops style, defense-contract stuff, but that’s not what this is. This is babysitting, plain and simple, and contrary to what you or my obnoxious brother think, I’m not some weak, helpless female who needs a guy to step in and take care of her. And I especially don’t need it from a man who fucked me just so he could claim his freakin’ paycheck.”

“Grace, dammit.” She made it one step around him before his hand closed over her arm, jerking her back to face him. “You weren’t just a job. And this isn’t about my paycheck. Do you honestly think your brother told me to sleep with you just so I could get close to you?”

“No, he wouldn’t dare. You did that all on your own.”

“Yeah, I did. But I don’t remember hearing you protest.”

Her eyes widened. “Because I thought you actually liked me. Because I thought there was something happening between us.”

“I do. And there is.”

She yanked her arm from his grasp, a sea of red covering her vision. “Bullshit.”

“Goddamn it, Grace.”

She reached the threshold to the bedroom, but before she could grasp the door and slam it in his face, his arms caught her around the waist, and he twisted her in the air, hefting her over his shoulder.

She struggled against him, but he held her too tight for her to get any leverage. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? Put me down.”

“Not until you listen to me.”

He pulled something from the back waistband of his jeans and set it on the dresser. Grace’s gaze flicked that way, and she couldn’t see well in the dimly lit room, but she was pretty sure it was a gun.

Had he had that the entire time? She didn’t remember feeling that on him. Before she could ask what the hell he planned to do with it, he marched across the room and tossed her on the bed.

Her hair went flying, and the mattress dipped. She kicked out and tried to roll away, but he caught her by the arms, climbed over her, and pinned them near her head. “Stop fighting me, dammit.”

“I will when you stop being an asshole.”

“Grace…” His knees flexed against her thighs, holding her still, and his hands tightened around her wrists, but the exasperated sound of his voice, the way he dropped his head like a man defeated stilled her struggling. “Do you think I want this? Do you think I need this kind of complication in my life?”

He lifted his head and looked down at her, pinning her with deep-blue, stormy eyes that wouldn’t let her go. “I still have a shitload of shrapnel in my shoulder from a roadside bomb that pretty much ended my career in the military. And after months of doctors and surgeries and more rehab than I ever want to deal with again, I finally have a good job and a new career that gives me a reason to get up in the morning. I also happen to be damn good at what I do, and the last thing I need is to fuck that up with my boss because I went mad for his little sister.”

He’d just thrown a truckload of information at her, but right now her emotions would only let her focus on one thing.

“You’re mad about me,” she mocked, not believing him, knowing he had to be lying. He worked for her son-of-a-bitch, controlling brother.

“Crazy mad. Certifiably mad. I’d have to be, wouldn’t I?”

Something in his gaze made her heart bump, made it pick up speed against her ribs. Something that left her feeling hot and…unsettled.

“I wish I could regret last night, Grace, but I can’t. I’ve wanted you ever since you marched up to the bar and told me how hot my thighs were. And every moment we’ve spent together over the past day has only made me want you more. I didn’t go back to your room last night because you were just a job. I went because I couldn’t stop myself. And even knowing I’m probably fucking things up for my future, I don’t care. Because I’ve wanted you every second of every minute since we met.”

Grace searched his eyes, looking for the deception that had to be in there. She couldn’t see it. Her pulse pounded in her veins, echoing in her ears. Her chest rose and fell with her erratic breaths. “Don’t lie to me right now,” she whispered.

“I’m not.” His grip loosened against her wrist, but he didn’t look particularly thrilled with that revelation. He looked as frustrated as she felt. “I’m wild for you. And I… I don’t know what the hell to do about it.”

Thoughts spun out of control. Her body heated, and every muscle tightened. He wanted her. He still wanted her. And she still wanted him. Even after everything that had happened. “It shouldn’t be that hard to figure out.”

She felt the shift in him where his knees pressed against her, where his hands held her down, felt the white-hot need pulse from him into her everywhere they touched. And she saw it in his eyes. Saw the stark, raw craving lurking in their deep-blue depths just before he whispered, “No, it shouldn’t be.”

He lowered his mouth to hers. Grace opened at the first taste, licked across his tongue, and groaned. His hands released her wrists, his body lowered and lengthened over hers. She gasped at how hard and hot he was already pressing against her, and she opened her legs to draw him closer, fisted her hands in his hair, and held on while he kissed her deeper.

Sensations bombarded her from every side. His mouth, frantic and needy as it ravished hers. His tongue, forceful and seductive. His hands, pushing up her sweater and closing over her breasts until she groaned. And the best part… The length of his erection, rocking against her sex, making her hotter and wetter with every slip and grind.

But it wasn’t enough. It couldn’t be enough. She wanted more. Wanted him. Hooking her leg over his hip, she flipped him to his back. He groaned against her lips. The mattress dipped. She yanked her mouth away and ripped the sweater from her body, then threw it over her head.

“Grace.” He sat up, captured her mouth again. His tongue tangled with hers as his swift fingers found her bra clasp and released it. He tugged it free of her body and threw it away. His fingers found her nipples, pinching, tugging. Grace rocked against his erection and cried out at the exquisite tremors rushing through her core.

“I can’t get enough of you,” he whispered against her lips. “You’ve been driving me absolutely crazy since we met. You know that?” One hand streaked down her belly, found the snap on her jeans, and wrenched it free. “God, you’re so sexy.” He lowered his head to her neck, her collarbone. One hand closed around her breast and lifted it to his mouth. “I want you all the time.”

Oh… She wanted him too. Now. Right now.

His tongue was like heaven, flicking, licking, his mouth sucking, his fingers pinching. But Grace was in hell because it wasn’t fast enough. She needed fast. She needed hard. She needed deep.

She yanked her mouth from his, scrambled off his lap, then dropped to the floor on her knees between his legs. Her fingers grappled with the button at his waistband. “Get these off. I need these off.”

With frantic fingers, he helped free himself from his jeans. She pulled them from his legs and tossed them aside. He reached back to tug off his shirt. And while she waited, Grace’s entire body vibrated with the throbbing need to take him deep inside her, but then she saw his cock jutting out toward her, his shaft long and hard, the head engorged and thick, just waiting for her attention.

She salivated, and her sex clenched tight. He threw his shirt on the floor, the muscles in his abs rippling, drawing her attention to the cut V of his hipbones pointing downward like an arrow toward what she suddenly wanted most, and that need went supersonic.

He reached for her. “Come here, Gracie.”

She pushed his arms back. “Not yet.” Lowering her head, she wrapped her fingers around the hot, steely length of him, and drew him toward her mouth. “I need to taste you. I need to fuck you with my mouth. Come in my mouth, Brian.”



  
    
    Unknown
    
  




  
 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Brian was so hot, he was afraid he might come just from Grace’s dirty words. Then her tongue flicked against the underside of his cock, and he knew it wasn’t her words that were going to make him blow his load. It was her hot, sinful mouth about to suck the life out of him.

He groaned as he looked down at her, as he watched her tongue circle the engorged head, as she glanced up at him with those wanton eyes while she did it again. But when she closed her lips around him, when she sucked, when he saw the rapt pleasure on her face, he knew he was done for.

“Fuck, Grace…”

Her mouth was hot and wet, her tongue on fire as it rubbed against the sensitive underside. She didn’t go slow. Didn’t give him time to adjust. She sucked him deep as if she couldn’t get enough and drew him all the way to the back of her throat.

He groaned at the exquisite tightness of her mouth, at the way she released him, then sucked deep once more. His fingers tangled in her hair, his head dropped back in pure bliss. He couldn’t stop himself from flexing his hips and thrusting into her. The tip of his cock hit the back of her throat again and again, and when she swallowed… Holy hell. He was gonna come. He was gonna come so hard.

He dragged his eyes open, looked down at her. Lust flushed her cheeks, glazed her dark eyes as her head bobbed up and down. This was better than any blowjob he’d ever had before, because she wasn’t doing this to get him hard, wasn’t doing this out of obligation. She was fucking him with that gorgeous mouth because she wanted him. Because she needed him. Because she couldn’t get enough.

She reached down, closed her hand over his balls, and squeezed. And then she opened her throat and took him even deeper.

His climax shot down his spine, echoed in his balls. Before it exploded through his cock, though, he pulled her off him, pushed them both to their feet, then closed his mouth over hers.

Grace moaned, tried to break free of his kiss, tried to drop to her knees once more, but he didn’t want that. At least not right now. Right now he needed her. All of her.

He turned her, pushed her down on the bed, and jerked the jeans from her long, sexy legs.

She pressed up on her elbows, trying to get to his cock again. “Brian,” she gasped. “I need that.”

“Too bad. I need this.” He pushed her legs apart, then groaned at the sight of her slick, pink center.

Leaning forward, he drew her breast to his mouth and suckled. She reached for him, sifted her fingers into his hair. Her nails dug into his scalp while he laved her nipple, while his hands ran over her waist and hips, while he pressed his fingers between her legs and rocked the heel of his hand against her mound.

“Brian…”

“What do you want, Grace?” He kissed a path of wet kisses up her neck, breathing hot against the skin behind her ear. Between her legs, his fingers slid lower, deeper, across the opening of her sweet sex. And oh, fuck, she was so wet. So wet and hot and ready, all for him. “Do you want my fingers here?”

“Oh, yes…” She wrapped her hands around his neck, arched up against him, tried to get him inside.

“Tell me. Surrender to me, Grace. You know you want to.”

She lifted her hips, rubbing her clit against his hand. “Stop teasing me, Brian. Just fuck me.”

He pushed his middle finger deep inside her, and when she groaned and trembled, he felt it through his entire body. He drew back out, then pressed in with two. “Like this?”

She groaned. Lifted again.

He stroked her slow and deep, watching his fingers disappearing into her body, reappearing again, covered in her arousal. “Is this what you want, Gracie?”

She tossed her head from side to side. Her hands dug into his shoulders. She was getting close. He could see it on her face. He could feel it in the way she tightened around him. “No. Ah.” She lifted again. “I want to come.”

He curled his fingers inside her, finding that sweet, maddening spot. “Give in to me, baby.”

She cried out, arched her back up off the mattress. And as pleasure rushed over her features, Brian knew she was lost. As lost as he was.

He slid his hand from her sex, braced his palms on the mattress, and rose above her, then lowered and captured her mouth again. And as soon as his tongue found hers, she went wild beneath him. Her arms wound around his ribs, and then she rolled him to his back, straddled his hips, grasped his throbbing cock in her hand, and slid the tip along her slick, steamy slit until she found the opening.

She pulled her mouth from his, braced her hands against his chest, then slowly sank down, taking him deep in one movement, her eyes locked on his so he could see every ounce of ecstasy flicker across her face.

“Ah God, Brian…”

She was so tight he saw stars. The walls of her sex gripped him fiercely, not wanting to let go. And he could feel everything inside her as she began to move. Every ripple of pleasure and each shiver of decadence as it rocketed through her. He wanted to stay. Wanted to fuck her like this, bare, so he could go on feeling everything, but he didn’t want to screw things up any more between them.

“Grace. Wait.” He sat up, wrapped his arms around her, needed to get her off him before he came. Needed to find a condom before that happened. The movement only forced him deeper, short-circuiting his brain. A groan tore from his throat.

“You feel so good, Brian. Don’t stop.”

Her hands clasped his face on both sides, and she slanted her mouth over his again, kissing him deeply as her hips moved faster. He opened to her, brushed his tongue over hers, and couldn’t stop himself from lifting against every downstroke, rocking into her while her pleasure built, as his brain fogged, as his body took over.

“Yes. Ah…” Grace’s hips picked up speed. He thrust up into her, wanting to draw out her pleasure, wanting to give her what she needed. But his own orgasm was barreling close. And if she kept riding him like that, he wasn’t going to last.

“Grace…” He ground his teeth, trying to force it back. “Shit.”

“Oh, yesssss….” Every muscle in her body contracted. She tossed her head back, dug her fingernails into his shoulder, and moaned as her sheath pulsed around him. And though he tried to last, though he tried to give her every bit of pleasure she deserved, he couldn’t. Because she was so fucking sexy, he couldn’t take it anymore. And his body was past the point of listening to his brain.

He pulled out of her, pushed her off him. His climax rocketed down his spine and up through his balls. She slid down his legs to the floor. And just as it was about to hit, she wrapped her silky fingers around the base of his cock, closed her mouth over the head, and sucked him deep.

“Holy fuck…”

White light blinded him, paralyzed him, robbed him of every last thought. His body jerked, and he fell back on the bed as pleasure consumed him from every angle. Grace continued to drive him wild with her tongue, with the sweet suction of her mouth, swallowing every bit of his orgasm until it faded. And when it was over, when he was limp and so wrung out he couldn’t move, she climbed over him, stretched her sweaty, naked body over his, and just breathed slow and deep as Brian tried to steady his raging pulse.

That was…by far, the hottest thing he’d ever lived through.

After several long seconds, she exhaled against him. “I guess you figured out what to do.”

Smiling, he somehow found the strength to lift his arms, to slide his fingers across the smooth, sexy skin of her lower spine, to pull her in closer, even if it was only mentally rather than physically. “I think we both did.”

She rested her hand against his chest, right over his heart. “I’m still mad, Brian. Mad at you a little, but mad about you more than anything.”

He could work with that. He didn’t know how yet. Didn’t know what he was going to tell her brother when he found out about them, but he knew for certain he wanted more than a one—or two—night flight with the woman in his arms.

“I’m happy to hear that, Gracie. I really am. Because I’m not done with you.” He sifted one hand into her hair and used the other to tip her chin up. And loved the soft, sexy purr that echoed from her throat when he kissed her sweet, tempting lips. “Not by a long shot.”

 

* * *

 

Brian grazed the palm of his hand across Grace’s lower back and smiled at the soft sigh that slipped from her lips.

She was stretched out on her belly, her hands up near her head, her face tipped his way on the pillow, her eyes closed as her back rose and fell with her steady breaths. Tendrils of dark, curly hair fell over her cheek, and the sheet lay low across her sexy hips, just taunting him to push it down.

He couldn’t resist. He brushed the fabric aside and slid his fingers over the silky curve of her ass, down to the back of her thighs and back up the tempting little crease.

“You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?”

He glanced at her face. Her lips were curled into a smile, but her eyes were still closed.

Warmth bloomed in his belly, and arousal stirred in his groin again. He climbed over her and slid down the mattress between her legs so her cute ass was pressing against the top of his chest. Then he skimmed his lips over the adorable twin dimples at the base of her spine. “I’m trying to drug you with my amazing sexual expertise.”

He moved lower, kissing the small mole at the top of her right cheek.

“Mm,” she sighed. “I don’t have the energy to fight you. Whatever you plan to do, just be gentle. I’m already sore from the last showing of your sexual expertise.”

He chuckled, remembering the last time he’d taken her, how he’d pushed her legs back, opening her wide, then sank in deep on one thrust. And he groaned when he remembered how tight she’d been and the sounds she’d made as he’d done it again and again, driving her toward a blistering climax.

Kissing one cheek, then the other, he sighed as he ran his fingers down to her steamy center and back up again. “Baby, I’ve got plenty of naughty things planned for this body, but, unfortunately, they’re gonna have to wait.”

Pushing up on his elbow, he straddled her hips and slid up her back. He brushed the hair away from her neck, then pressed his lips against her nape, loving the little shiver that ran through her at the whisper-soft contact. “I need to do a couple of things. Stay here and dream of me?”

She grunted her response, and he smiled again, knowing he’d worn her out but wanting nothing more than to do it all again.

He climbed out of bed, tugged the covers over her, then looked around for his jeans. He couldn’t get enough of her, and that was new for him. Usually one night with a woman was enough to make him want to run for the hills, but with Grace, he was already thinking about where they were going to stay tomorrow night, and how he was going to talk her into going to a Nuggets game with him next week, and flying out to Nashville to see where she lived after that. And the fact none of those things freaked him out was a nice change of pace.

He’d never told anyone how he’d found his wife Robin when he’d come home from Afghanistan that day to surprise her, but opening up to Grace had been almost…liberating. And when he thought about that song she wrote…

He buttoned his jeans and eyed her looking all rumpled and sexy as hell in that bed, and couldn’t help but think he could have easily missed out on what was right in front of him. If she hadn’t marched up to him in that bar and delivered that line about his hot thighs, he never would have looked twice at her as anything other than an assignment. And if that had happened, he wouldn’t be smiling like a stupid shmuck right this very minute.

Give the woman fifteen minutes’ peace.

Sighing, he grabbed his Henley from the floor and forced himself not to lean over and kiss her again. If he did that, he’d never leave, and he needed to leave so he could check his messages and the villa once more so he could come back to her.

The red glow of embers from the fire he’d made earlier cast an eerie light through the living room. Closing the bedroom door softly at his back, he glanced around and spotted his cell phone on the counter near the kitchen. He swiped his finger across the screen and cringed at the four unread text messages. The last one got his attention loud and clear.

RYDER: If you don’t answer your fucking cell I’m sending Miller after your ass.

Brian typed quickly. The last thing he needed was Landon Miller, former Marine and hulking Aegis operative, hunting him down on Ryder’s orders. Miller could find anyone, especially people who didn’t want to be found. That had been his specialty when he’d worked for the Defense Intelligence Agency before joining Aegis.

WALKER: Bad reception because of the storm. Her room was ransacked. They moved her to a villa.

RYDER: I’m aware of that. Already talked to the manager. Who informed me you were with her.

Brian cringed. Okay, so no use hiding that little piece of info.

WALKER: Yes. Stepped in after the break-in in her room.

RYDER: She try to bite your balls off? She’s got a real chip on her shoulder when it comes to security.

Bite? No. Suck? Oh yeah. Brian’s blood warmed at the memory. Not that he was about to share that little morsel with his boss.

RYDER: It’s not personal. When she was a kid, one of her mother’s bodyguards at the casino tried to feel her up. Guy was a real douche. Her mom caught him before anything bad happened, but it impacted her.

Brian’s heart felt like it shot into his throat. And Grace’s words from earlier, when she’d told him about the security at her mom’s shows, ricocheted through his head.

“Not all of them were nice. Some were downright mean to a kid who didn’t even want to be there.”

She’d tried to tell him, but he’d been so lust-driven crazy for her, he’d skimmed right over the most important part. Even ignored his sixth sense that had been screaming there was something more. A woman as strong as Grace, with Grace’s talents, didn’t hold back from her dreams unless there was a reason.

Swallowing hard, he looked back down at his phone. His fingers shook as he typed.

WALKER: What happened to the guy?

RYDER: My father had the situation taken care of.

Ian Ryder hadn’t just been wealthy, he’d been powerful, and Brian had heard stories about the man’s ruthlessness before he’d passed on from cancer. Jake Ryder might think his father was a son of a bitch for reasons Brian couldn’t even comprehend, but a whisper of relief passed through him knowing Grace’s father had taken care of the piece of shit who’d tried to hurt her.

WALKER: So it can’t be the same guy causing problems now.

RYDER: No. He’s out of the picture. Cops still have no leads on Grace’s stalker tho. It’s like the guy doesn’t even exist.

Brian’s mind flashed to the destruction in Grace’s hotel room.

WALKER: He exists. And he’s pissed. Listen, my battery’s about to die. I’ll call you in the morning. Once the storm passes, I want Grace out of here.

RYDER: I agree. Send her home. I’ll set up 24-hr security for her once she’s back in Nashville.

It just wouldn’t be him. Brian’s stomach tightened as he scanned the message. He’d only been assigned to Grace because, living in Denver, he was the closest operative to her vacation spot of choice. Back in Nashville, Jake would get some other guys from the company to look out for her, and Brian would be nothing but a memory.

He wasn’t ready to let that happen. But he did want her safe. Everything else—how they were going to make this work and what he was going to say to his boss when their relationship came out—he’d deal with that later.

WALKER: Agreed.

Sliding his phone into his back pocket, he moved toward the windows and looked out at the snow. They’d gotten at least twelve fresh inches, and the white stuff didn’t seem to be letting up. His gaze locked on a vehicle parked near a tree fifty yards out, barely visible in the storm. A vehicle that hadn’t been there before.

Probably nothing. No one in their right mind would be out in this weather. But something in the back of his head told him whoever had trashed her room clearly wasn’t in their right mind.

His gaze slid to the door behind which Grace lay softly sleeping. Yeah, he’d feel a thousand times better once he got her out of here for good. But before that happened, he wanted to slip back between those sheets and give her a reason not to forget him. And he planned to do exactly that after he checked out that car and made sure it wasn’t a threat.

He grabbed his coat from the closet, shoved his feet into his boots, and pulled on a knit hat. He’d left his Beretta in the bedroom when he’d dropped it on the dresser before throwing Grace on the bed. He could go get it, but he didn’t want to alarm her. Reaching for the bag he’d left in the closet when they’d first arrived, he rummaged around inside until he found his secondary weapon.

He checked the chamber on the Glock, then stuffed it in the back of his pants and zipped his coat. Ten minutes. In ten minutes, he’d be back in that bed, ravishing that beautiful body, giving her all kinds of reasons she needed to keep him around. Because he hadn’t lied to her earlier. He wasn’t done with her. Not even close.

His hand wrapped around the door handle, and he pulled it open. A wave of snow pelted his face as he stepped out into the wind, a bitter bite of frigid air that streaked across his cheeks. He closed the door, turned to lock it, and just barely caught the silver blur of a shovel rushing toward him from the corner of his eye.

 

* * *

 

Grace wasn’t sure what had awoken her, but her eyes popped open, and she looked around the dim room, wondering what time it was.

Lifting her arms over her head, she stretched sore muscles she hadn’t known existed, pushed up on her palms, and glanced toward the clock on the bedside table. 3:45 a.m.

Snow continued to fall outside in big, chunky flakes, whipping against the villa in the storm, but without even looking to her side, she knew she was alone. Rolling to her back, she stared up at the ceiling and listened to the soft hum of the heater in the ceiling.

God, she was in trouble.

After their last crazy ravishment of each other, Brian had pulled the covers over her limp body, kissed her, and climbed out of bed. She knew he was in Aegis-operative mode now—checking the doors and windows, doing research about her time on that reality show on that fancy laptop he’d grabbed from his room before they’d come to the villa, trying to figure out who was harassing her so he could keep her safe—and part of her didn’t mind, because she did feel safe with him, but there was so much else to work out between them.

A tightness squeezed her chest—the same tightness she’d felt in the bathroom when she’d first arrived—and she pressed her fingertips to her closed eyelids as she drew unsteady breaths that did nothing to alleviate the pressure. Now that her emotions weren’t ruling her anymore, her brain was functioning again, and she knew exactly why she’d been so mad at Brian earlier. It wasn’t just because he’d lied to her. No, the reason was simply that she was already falling for the guy, and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do to stop it.

Geez, she was so stupid. Stupid for being weak. Stupid for letting this happen so fast. Stupid for feeling these things so soon, especially when she barely knew the guy. But something in her gut told her Brian Walker wasn’t like any other guy she’d ever met. And more than anything, she wanted to get to know him better so they could see if this crazy relationship had a chance of being something more.

That is never gonna happen when your brother catches wind of all this.

Jake… Shit. Most days Grace could handle her overbearing brother. She’d told him long ago to get his nose out of her business and to stay out, and for the most part, he’d listened. But this wasn’t just her business. It was his. She knew he had very strict no-cavorting-with-the-clients rules for his operatives. And when you combined that with the guilt he felt over the different ways the two of them had been raised—him with their father’s money and her with a Vegas showgirl mother who’d refused to take anything from the son of a bitch who’d knocked her up—everything inside Grace told her once Jake found out what had happened here, he was going to come down hard on Brian to try to protect her.

She sat up. Pushed the unruly hair back from her face. Blew out a frustrated breath and looked around the dark bedroom. She didn’t need anyone protecting her. Couldn’t these men figure that out?

Her gaze swept the room and landed on Brian’s black duffel sitting on a chair in the corner. And before she could stop it, a profound sense of loss swept through her.

Even if they could make this work with him living in—shit, she didn’t even know where he really lived—different parts of the country, there was no way they had a chance if Jake fired him. Grace knew what Aegis operatives got paid—and it was good. Her brother went above and beyond to keep his guys happy so they wouldn’t jump ship. Brian was ex-military, and though he had to be good if her brother had hired him, she was sure he wouldn’t be able to find another job stateside with those kinds of perks. If he lost his job all because of her—because of some woman he barely knew—that would kill their budding relationship faster than a bullet from a gun.

Which meant… There was only one thing she could do, but doing it… Yeah, doing it wasn’t her first choice. Because it meant walking away from something that might have been special if she’d given it half a chance.

Throwing back the covers, she tossed her legs over the side of the bed and reached for her sweater from the floor. She wasn’t getting any more sleep, so she might as well locate her phone and book a flight out of Denver for the afternoon before she changed her mind. Assuming, that was, that she could get to Denver. Frowning, she tugged on her sweater and told herself to worry about that later.

Glass shattered somewhere in the villa. Grace whipped toward the sound and froze. The room was dark, making it hard to see, and the door was closed, but she spotted Brian’s gun lying on the top of the dresser where he’d left it last night before dropping her on the bed.

No sound met her ears. She couldn’t even hear the heater anymore. Grace strained to listen, wondering if he’d broken a glass. Waiting for his quiet curse as he cleaned up the mess.

Silence spread like a vast cavern through the room. Grace’s heart rate inched up. If Brian was purposely trying to freak her out, he was going to hear about it. Slowly, she took a step toward the door and reached for the handle.

“Grace?”

She jerked her hand back and froze. Conflicting thoughts shot around in her head. She knew that voice. Knew it well because it belonged to the only other person besides Brian she trusted implicitly. And there was no logical reason for it to be here now.

“Grace?” the voice called again. “Time to come out here and join the fun. McDreamy’s gone. It’s just you and me. And you’ve got something I want.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Grace’s heart felt like it had taken up permanent residence in her throat. Hand shaking, she opened the door and stepped into the living room, where Holly stood on the other side of the couch, one arm down by her side, holding something Grace couldn’t see.

Grace’s pulse skyrocketed. She glanced all around. There was no sign of Brian.

“H-Holly,” she managed. “What are you doing here?”

“Taking what’s mine, Grace.” There was a bite to Holly’s words, and her dark brown eyes held no hint of mischief as they so often did. No spark of friendship either. “Where’s your notebook?”

“My notebook?” Grace asked, having trouble catching up. “Why would you want—”

Her voice cut off abruptly when links clicked into place in her mind. The harassing e-mails back home, the threatening phone calls even after she’d changed and unlisted her number, the notes left on her front porch and inside her house on the counter in her kitchen.

Holly had access to her house. Holly knew every time Grace had changed her number or e-mail address to protect herself from some insane stalker. Holly had talked her into coming up here to Vail. She’d also encouraged her to find a guy to have a “wild fling” with to take her mind off everything.

To distract her? It seemed like that now, but Grace didn’t want to believe it. And she still needed to know why.

“You came all the way up here for my notebook? Why?”

“Why?” Holly scoffed. “Because I deserve it. You never should have gotten that contract. I’m the lyrics. You’re just the music. Anyone can write music, but lyrics takes talent. Talent you never had. You only got on that reality show because your mother’s a Vegas show slut and your father was a womanizing billionaire. That may make for good reality TV, but you couldn’t even make it past the third round. I knew you were going to fail there, just like you always fail at everything. The only reason you got that contract with Royalty was because you fucked Tate Kendrick. Just like you fucked McDreamy. That was a bad move on your part, Grace. A very bad move. I told you to get rid of him.”

Panic pushed its way up Grace’s chest, and she looked around the empty room again, searching for Brian. Needing to find him. “Holly.” Her gaze snapped back to her friend, and a new sense of panic filled her when she saw the venom in Holly’s eyes. A bitter hatred Grace had never noticed until right now. “Where is Brian?”

“Gone.”

Gone. The word echoed in Grace’s head, and dread filled her stomach.

“It actually works out better than I planned,” Holly went on, a smug smile across her face. “Instead of an anonymous stalker the police will never find, they’ll link your disappearance to some guy who followed you to Vail and picked you up in a bar. And since he’s already dead, he won’t be able to tell them otherwise. Then the contract will be mine.”

Dead? No!

Fear and rage and disbelief swirled inside Grace like a firestorm. “No one will believe this. And Royalty will never give you my contract.”

“Oh yes, they will,” Holly snapped. “Because we have a business partnership. In writing. You remember those forms you signed years ago, Grace? The ones my lawyer drew up that give each of us permission to finish out the other’s work should something happen to one of us? This counts.” She pulled her arm from behind her back and pointed a gun straight at Grace’s forehead. “Now, where’s the fucking notebook?”

 

* * *

 

Brian’s head hurt like a motherfucker. At the moment though, all he saw and felt was a blinding red as he looked through the kitchen window toward the living room of the villa.

Grace stood steps from the open bedroom door with her hands up. The same psycho woman who’d nailed him with a shovel was pointing Brian’s weapon straight at Grace’s head.

Oh no, you crazy bitch. You are not fucking taking her from me.

He moved around the side of the building, found the master bath, and hoped like hell the storm muffled the sound for breaking glass when he shoved his elbow through the small window.

An alarm would go off in the security center, but it didn’t sound in the villa, and for that he was thankful. He was also thankful that black widow hadn’t checked to make sure he was still alive before she’d swiped his keys and let herself in.

He wiggled his way through the small window, then crept soundlessly into the master bedroom. His heart lurched into his throat when he heard Grace’s panicked voice pleading with the woman holding the gun.

“Holly. Think about this. My brother knows I’m here. And Brian isn’t just some guy who picked me up in a bar. He’s one of Jake’s operatives. No one will ever believe Brian is my stalker.”

Silence echoed from the other room. Brian inched along the shadows, moving closer to the open door. Son of a bitch. The gun he’d left on the dresser was missing.

“It’s no matter,” Holly said. “It’ll look like your stalker took him out. I can still make this work. Now give me the notebook so we can be done with this. Because if you make me look for it, Grace, I’m going to make you suffer.”

“Holly—”

“I’m the talent,” Holly yelled, her voice rising. “You’re just the fucking name. Why do you think I agreed to work with you? Not because I liked you. Not because I thought you were going to lift me up. Because of your name. And you betrayed me with it. Now give me the damn notebook!”

Brian’s pulse was a roar in his ears as reached the edge of the open door. Grace’s back was to him. Options raced through his mind. He judged the distance, the probability of grabbing her and dragging her through the door before Holly’s gun went off. Knew he wouldn’t make it. Then he spotted his Beretta, tucked into the back waistband of her jeans.

She’d grabbed it before she’d gone out there. His smart, sexy, amazing woman.

“The notebook!” Holly screamed.

They were out of time. He knew panic when he heard it. Panic and desperation.

Brian lunged through the door. “Grace!” His hand wrapped around the gun at her back, pulling it free. His other arm shoved her behind him. “Get down!”

Grace screamed. Her body hit the ground. A shot echoed through the room. He fired and threw himself over Grace.

A crash echoed, breaking glass and wood, followed by a thud. Then everything went still.

“Oh my God. Oh my God,” Grace repeated, her voice shaking, her body trembling beneath him.

Brian pushed himself up and looked toward Holly. Her eyes were wide and lifeless, her hair a wild red mess around her face, her body lying in the broken remnants of the coffee table. The gun was feet from her on the floor. A bullet wound gaped dead center in her chest.

He looked back behind them. Her shot had hit the plaster to the right of the bedroom. Inches from their heads.

“Oh my God,” Grace rasped, trying to push up.

He captured her, turning her away from the carnage. “Don’t look.” Pulling her tight against him, he held her close while she shook and worked to steady his own raging pulse. “It’s over now.”

Grace dug her fingers digging into his back. “I didn’t know it was her. I didn’t know. I didn’t think. I…” She swallowed hard and froze against him. “Is she…dead?”

His eyes slid closed, and he pulled her in tighter, needing her warmth right now Needing her. Hating the answer. “I…didn’t mean to hit her there. But when I saw her pointing that gun to your head, I just reacted. I’m not ready to lose you.”

She sank into him, burying her face in his chest. And he went on holding her tight until her shaking eased. Outside, sirens echoed, but they were moving slowly because of the storm. They never would have gotten here in time. He’d done the right thing. But knowing he’d killed her friend… He wasn’t sure if she could ever forgive him for that, no matter how crazed the woman had been.

“I was wrong,” she whispered. “I guess I needed someone to watch over me after all.”

She was lightening the mood, surprising him all over again when she could do the exact opposite and push him away. Relief filled his chest. He slid his fingers up into her hair and held her against his heart, hoping she could feel what she meant to him with every soul-shattering beat. “You do. You have a knack for finding trouble. Something tells me you always will.”

And he wanted to be the one to go on watching over her. If she’d let him.
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CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Brian stood in the middle of Jake Ryder’s office at Aegis headquarters in the rolling horse country of Kentucky and stared out at the view. Pristine white fences that stretched for miles. Horses loping across the fields. Trees waiting for spring, standing tall against the blue sky.

He should be nervous, but he wasn’t. At least not about this meeting. It was what came after, when he got to Nashville, that worried him. And what Grace was going to say when she saw him.

She’d been home for three days, and he’d talked to her a couple of times on the phone, but she’d sounded distant. Reserved. Not a thing like the woman who’d rocked his world in Vail. He was trying not to read too much into that. She’d had to deal with the police, and the fall-out with press, and the people at Royalty Records who were unwittingly drawn into this mess by her friend’s plot to steal her music and claim Grace’s contract as her own. But a tiny part of him was worried that what he’d done in that villa—killing her friend—had shattered their fragile relationship before it had even gotten a chance to bloom.

The door pulled open, and Jake Ryder stepped into the room with a scowl, wearing dark slacks, a white dress shirt rolled up to reveal the SEAL insignia tattooed on the inside of his right forearm, and a red-checked tie. “Walker.”

“Ryder.”

Jake had gone from kick-ass SEAL to successful businessman in record time, but considering his father had been a mega-conglomerate all on his own, that shouldn’t surprise Brian. The man had obviously inherited his father’s business sense, even if he’d never admit it.

Marley Addison, Jake’s right hand and the woman who ran all of Aegis’s ops, stepped in the room after him and closed the door. Unlike their boss, though, the blonde smiled when she saw him, and her eyes glittered behind the wire-rimmed glasses she always wore. “Brian. It’s good to see you. How’s the head?”

Brian tugged his hand from the front pocket of his jeans and ran his fingers over the bandage across the left side of his forehead where he’d been hit with that shovel. “Healing.”

Her smile widened. “Glad to hear it.”

Jake dropped a file folder on his massive mahogany desk and moved around to sit in his chair. “I just heard from the Nashville PD. They found e-mails on Holly’s computer that confirm she was the one harassing Grace. They also located a handful of throwaway cell phones in her apartment, with Grace’s number programed into each one. And the music Grace had written prior to heading to Vail. She knew where Grace had hidden her notebooks in her house and obviously went to get them after Grace left. You did good, Walker.” He opened his desk drawer and drew out a thick envelope, which he slid across the desk toward Brian. “Thank you.”

“Thank you,” Brian repeated with wary eyes as he looked down at the envelope he suspected was his paycheck. But it was thicker than it should have been, which meant it wasn’t a check like normal. It was cash. Way more than he was due.

He shot a look toward Marley, leaning against a table on the far side of the room, watching the exchange, and caught the disapproval in her eyes. Then he glanced back at his boss and saw the anger in his.

Ryder knew. About him and Grace. And he wasn’t having any of it. But instead of pissing Brian off, that revelation sent a sweet sort of relief through Brian’s chest. “I’m not interested in your severance package.”

Jake leaned back in his chair, all calm and smooth control, but Brian sensed the simmering fury lurking underneath. “It’s not a severance package. It’s payment for your most recent assignment. And an advance on your next. In euros. We’ve got a new client in Italy who needs permanent, long-term, on-site security. Pack your bags. You’ll be there for the next year.”

Brian could barely believe what he was hearing. Instead of firing him, Ryder was forcing Brian out of Grace’s life for good. “I’m not going to Italy for a fucking year.”

“You’re sure as hell not staying here.”

“You can’t stop me from seeing her.”

Ryder’s palms landed against his desk, and he pushed to his feet, that legendary control of his long gone. “Don’t be a dumbass, Walker. Grace doesn’t want you. She’s the one who talked me into giving you this assignment. Her life has no room in it for you, and it never will.”

Stunned disbelief shot around in Brian’s chest. No, that couldn’t be true. If Grace didn’t want him, she would have told him. The woman didn’t hold anything back. And when he’d chatted with her last night on the phone and told her he couldn’t wait to see her in Nashville, she hadn’t given him any reason to think he shouldn’t come.

She also hadn’t told him she was looking forward to seeing him either. A sliver of doubt crept in.

“She’s got a new start and the prospect for an amazing career,” Ryder went on. “We both know you’re not the happily ever after kind. There is no such thing for guys like us. Get out of her life before you fuck it up for good, like you did your own.”

Brian’s gaze slid to Marley. Lips pursed, she crossed her arms over her chest and glared at Ryder.

The song Grace had written for him and her excitement in sharing it ricocheted through Brian’s heart and mind. She might not still want him. They might not have a chance in hell to make this work after everything that had happened. But he wasn’t letting her slip through his fingers without trying. He’d done that with his wife. He’d let time and distance form a barrier between them, and then he’d let her go without a fight. He wasn’t willing to do that with Grace. She was too important. And he’d regret it for the rest of his life if he did.

His gaze resettled on his boss, and he clenched his jaw, already plotting how he’d get to Grace before her brother. “Keep your money and your job. I quit.”

 

* * *

 

“You think I’m wrong.” As the sound of the slamming door dissipated, Jake Ryder glanced across the room toward his assistant, fighting the urge to go after Walker and beat some sense into him.

“I think you’re letting the fact that Grace is your sister affect your decision-making process,” Marley answered.

Jake pushed up from the desk and glared at her. “He didn’t just break the rules, Marley, he damn near snapped them off. He knows he’s not supposed to get personally involved with a client.”

“Oh, bullshit, Jake.” She moved away from the table and pinned him with a hard glare. “First of all, she wasn’t his client. You were. And secondly, you’ve had guys break that rule before, and you never came down on them like you just did with Brian.”

“Blackwell was different. Avery Scott was his ex-wife. They had a history. I wasn’t going to step in the middle of that, whether she hired us or not.”

“Tierney and Kauffman were not a couple before he was assigned to protect her, and you didn’t have any problem with them being together. You were even the best man at their wedding.”

“That was different.”

“Why? Because Lauren Kauffman wasn’t your sister?”

“Because Finn Tierney is not Brian Walker,” he snapped.

When Marley tipped her head and shot him that look again, the one that always made him squirm but he’d never cop to, he drew a breath and tried to rein in his temper. “Look, I know the guy. He may be all charm and good looks, but guys like him do not lead normal lives. That’s why I hired him.”

“And this has nothing to do with the fact you were a SEAL and he was Delta Force, and that you don’t play well with others.”

Now it was his turn to pin her with a look. “That’s got nothing to do with this, and you know it.”

She stepped closer to his desk. “He’s crazy about her, Jake. Why can’t you give them a chance? Why do you feel the need to step in and keep them apart?”

He moved to the window and looked out at the view, hating every inch of it. Hating it because it reminded him of his good-for-nothing father. “Grace has been through too much. She doesn’t need someone with Walker’s baggage dragging her down.”

“How do you know that’s going to happen?”

“Because I know what he’s been through,” Jake said, rounding on her. “I’ve lived it. He’s not going to forget every firefight he’s ever been in, every person he’s killed, and all the shit that goes with being in war. He might not do it now, but eventually he’s going to dump it all on Grace, and she doesn’t need that. And after what happened with his wife… There’s a reason he hasn’t had a steady woman in his life since he came back from Afghanistan.”

“Ah,” Marley said after several seconds. “I get it.”

Irritation pulsed through him. “Get what?”

“Get what this is all about. This has nothing to do with Brian or even Grace. This is about you. About what you lived through and can’t get past. That’s not Brian’s fault, Jake. It’s not even his problem. But if you let him go, it will be yours. Because you’re going to lose them both. Guaranteed.”

She turned for the door, and as he watched her walk away, her blonde ponytail swinging behind her, Jake’s stomach clenched with a feeling he didn’t like.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he called.

“Neither do you. Not about this. When it comes to human emotion, you don’t know shit.”

 

* * *

 

Grace had passed tired about two hours ago, but she knew she wasn’t going to sleep again tonight.

Rummaging through her purse for her keys, she moved down the front steps of the Royalty Records building and told herself tomorrow she wouldn’t drink so much coffee. She’d also eat something. And she’d try not to spend all day thinking about Brian when what she was supposed to be doing was working.

Her mind drifted to his sexy, tousled blond hair, the glint in his deep-blue eyes when he smiled, and the way he could make her body overheat with just a look. He had to have met with Jake by now. She wanted to call her brother and find out how it had gone and where he’d sent Brian, but part of her didn’t want to know. If she knew, she’d be tempted to find him, and he was better off without her.

A wicked ache took up space just beneath her breastbone as she moved across the sidewalk in the early evening light, and she stopped, drew in a deep breath that did little to help, then moved on.

She rounded the corner toward the parking lot as she picked through her purse, finally found the keys, and pulled them out, only to drop them steps from her Audi. Cursing under her breath, she bent to pick them up and froze when she saw two leather boots, crossed at the ankles, right in front of her.

Her gaze slowly slid up, over thick thighs, trim hips, and a package straining against faded denim she’d recognize anywhere. Mouth dry, she forced her eyes higher and saw Brian looking down at her, an amused expression flitting across his handsome face while he leaned back against the hood of her car. “If you wanted to check out my hot thighs, all you had to do was ask. You didn’t have to fall to the ground at my feet.”

Grace’s fingers wrapped around the keys, and she pushed up, shocked he was here, confused at the same time. Her gaze skipped from the bandage still on his forehead to his wicked, heated eyes. “What…? How…? You’re supposed to be on a plane.”

A knowing expression crossed his face, and his piercing blue eyes softened. “It took me all of ten minutes after I told your brother to shove his job to figure out what you did. Grace.” He stepped away from the car, moving closer to her. “You told him you wouldn’t see me again if he promised not to fire me. Do you really think I care about a stupid job so much I’d sacrifice something this important?”

Her skin tingled. She tried not to read too much into his words—they barely knew each other—but a thrill shot through her just the same. “But…you’re good at your job. And you like it. You told me so yourself.”

“I can get another one.”

“Brian—”

The humor faded from his voice, and his eyes locked on hers. Those deep, piercing, gorgeous eyes that had hypnotized her from the start. “Do you hate me because of what happened?”

“What?” Surprise rippled through her. He was talking about Holly. About what he’d done in that villa. “No. I…” Emotions pummeled Grace from every side, emotions she wasn’t sure she wanted to let in. She was horrified at what had happened, sad that her friend had gone so far off the deep end, and shocked that she hadn’t seen what had been happening with Holly. But she didn’t blame Brian. She couldn’t. “I know you did what you had to do to save me.”

“Good. Because I’d do it again.”

She heard the honesty in his voice. And she saw the complete and utter truth in his eyes.

“And what about us, Grace? Do you want to give this a shot? Because I do. I think we’ve got something special here. And I want to see where it goes. But I can’t do it on my own. You either want me or you don’t.”

He was leaving it up to her. Her stomach drew tight, and words hovered on her tongue. Yes, she wanted him. But she didn’t want him to resent her down the line. “I don’t want you to give up your job for me.”

“I didn’t. I gave it up for a better opportunity.” He finally reached for her, his hands brushing her hips, angling her toward him, drawing her into the heat of his body. Tingles erupted everywhere he touched. “When you sang that song, it did something to me inside. Something I don’t even know how to explain. I’ve been alone most of my life, never thinking I mattered much to anyone else, but you… You changed all that. I never knew I could make someone feel the way you described in that song. I know this is all happening fast, and trust me, I didn’t plan it, but now that it’s here, I don’t want to let it go. I can find a job anywhere. What I can’t find is another woman who makes me feel the way you do.”

Her heart pounded hard against her ribs. The purse slipped from her fingers to land on the ground near their feet, and her hands settled on his strong, muscular arms. “And…how do I make you feel?”

“Alive. When I’m with you, Grace, I feel alive. In a way I haven’t felt in a very long time. And I like that. I really, really like that.”

Her chest rose and fell with her rapid breaths, and when he leaned down to her mouth, all those emotions she’d been holding back came rushing forward.

“Give me a chance, Gracie,” he whispered. “Give us a chance.”

His mouth met hers, and Grace felt herself falling at the first taste. Falling into him. Letting go. Surrendering in the sweetest, most sinful way.

She opened to his kiss, wrapped her arms around his neck, and moaned when the hard length of his body molded to hers.

“That’s what I’ve been missing,” he murmured when he finally drew back to let her breathe.

His arms were tight around her, and she felt the beat of his heart where she rested her cheek against his chest. She’d missed this too. And, God, she liked it. “I gave up the contract.”

He drew back and looked down at her, surprise flickering across his handsome face. “You did what?”

“I’m not going to write songs for Royalty.” Her stomach twisted, but this time it was with good nerves. Nerves she knew she’d never have if it weren’t for Brian. “We’re working on an album. My debut album.” She pressed a hand against her belly. “I’m scared to death.”

He smiled. Slow and warm and so damn sexy, butterflies took flight in her stomach, sending wicked ribbons of heat all through her pelvis. “You’re gonna sing?”

She nodded.

“My song?”

Her cheeks warmed, but she nodded again.

He framed her face with his hands and brushed his mouth over hers once more. “I’m crazy about you. Mad, wild, completely nuts for you. And I’m so damn proud of you.”

She laughed, because…even though it sounded silly, she was proud of her too. “Don’t get so excited. The album will probably be a total flop. But at least I’m taking the chance. I wouldn’t have done that before you.”

“What can I say?” He grinned. “I know talent when I see it.”

She laughed, and when he kissed her again, she sighed into his mouth, loving the feel of him, the taste of him, loving that he’d come after her. She’d never expected him to do that. And though she didn’t want him to quit his job, there was something…incredibly arousing and sinfully exciting that he would. That she mattered that much to him. That he wanted this to work as desperately as she did.

A rumble echoed from him into her, and she drew back from his mouth. “You’re vibrating.”

He brushed his lips over hers again. “That’s because you rock my world, baby.”

“Not that,” she said, grinning. God, this man was more than she’d ever expected. “Your pocket.”

“It’s my phone. Ignore it.”

When he leaned down to kiss her again, she pressed her fingers against his lips, stopping him. “Check it. It could be important.”

“You’re the only thing that’s important right now. But hey, maybe it’s the Playhouse. If they got hold of my number, that could get interesting.”

She lovingly punched his arm while he reached into his back pocket, drew out his cell, and looked down.

“Who is it?” she asked when his silly grin faded.

“Your brother.” He turned the phone so she could see the message.

RYDER: Marley thinks I’m being an ass.

Grace yanked the phone from his hand and started typing.

WALKER: This is Grace. Marley always thinks you’re being an ass. News flash: She’s a smart woman. And you are.

RYDER: This doesn’t concern you, Grace. Put Walker back on.

Typical Jake. Scowling, Grace handed the phone back to Brian. He read the next message, paging the screen up with his thumb.

“Well?” Grace prodded. “What did he say?”

Frowning, Brian held the phone out to her so she could read it herself.

RYDER: I still think you’re a douche for boning my sister, but…you’re a damn good douche when it comes to the job. Aegis will regret it if it loses you. Just know if you cross the line or hurt Grace in any way, I’ll kick your ass all the way back to Afghanistan.

Aegis. Not him. Jake sucked at apologies. But a slow smile spread across Grace’s lips regardless, and warmth encircled her heart. A warmth that told her… Yeah, they could totally make this work. And if Jake crossed the line again, she’d be the one doing a little ass kicking to get him back in line.

She grinned up at Brian. “That’s as close to an apology as you’re going to get from my brother. What are you going to do?”

He pocketed his phone, then wrapped his arms around her and drew her tight against his body again. “First I’m gonna start with your neck. Then I’m gonna nibble and suck and lick my way south until you’re writhing.”

Grace giggled as he leaned down and pressed his lips to the sensitive skin behind her ear. Wrapping her arms around his shoulders, she rose up on her toes so he could kiss her lips again. “Mm… I think I could get used to that.”

He smiled and lowered his mouth to hers. “I hope not. Because I like you just the way you are, Grace Ryder. Unpredictable and talented and full of trouble. But mostly I like that you’re mine. Mine, all mine.”

Grace sank into his kiss and sighed. Oh yeah, she liked that part best too.
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