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				Everything depends on this one day

				Would anyone hire a wedding planner who was left at the altar? The answer, Kate Hartley has found out, is no. It’s been nearly a year since her fiancé abandoned her at their destination wedding, and Kate’s career is nearly toast. Unless she can pull off the wedding of the century for her new clients, a Hollywood power couple. So why is the groom’s brother, sexy-as-hell resort owner Scott Dillon, trying to stop the wedding?

				Scott wants to do the right thing—the bride-to-be is keeping a secret and Scott’s brother deserves the truth before he says “I do.” But if Scott doesn’t stop trying to stall the wedding, he’ll ruin Kate’s career, not to mention any chance he has of being with her.

			

		

	
		
			
				“How’s the water?” a deep voice asked.

				Opening one eye, she sighed, her relaxed muscles immediately tensing. “I was enjoying it better before you arrived.”

				“Well, I was enjoying a lot of things better before you arrived,” Scott said, his voice tight. “Anyway, I just wanted to let you know that I’ve changed my mind... You can plan the wedding here.”

				She grinned, opening both eyes and sitting a little higher. “I know. Your mother told Liz an hour ago.” That was the only reason she was trying to relax in the hot tub instead of going another twelve rounds with him in his office.

				His eyes narrowed as he approached the edge of the hot tub. “Here’s the thing, Ms. Hartley. You can go ahead and plan a wedding here, but that doesn’t mean my brother will actually be getting married.”

				“We’ll see about that.” Clearly he had no idea who he was up against. She closed her eyes again, dismissing him, but the smell of his musky cologne continued to mix with the jasmine and eucalyptus. A long minute later, she heard the splash of Scott getting into the hot tub.

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				The last time we saw wedding planner Kate Hartley, she was
					brokenhearted from being left at the altar at her own destination wedding. In
						Tempting Kate, she just may find the happiness
					she deserves. But not without a few...roadblocks. Very few books come to me as
					fast and hard as this one did, but the moment Scott and Kate met on the page (on
					the side of a snowy road in Big Bear), they took over. Their chemistry was
					instant and their back-and-forth banter when they discover that they’re on
					opposing sides of this Memorial Day–weekend wedding made for such an enjoyable
					two hundred pages to write. This one is a little hotter than I usually write, so
					I hope that’s okay. ;)

				I hope you enjoy reading this one as much as I enjoyed
					writing it.

				xo

				Jen

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Jennifer Snow

				Tempting Kate
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				1

				“WE ARE LIVE in twenty seconds.”

				Twenty seconds.

				Kate Hartley scanned the set of Today’s Woman, but she couldn’t locate an escape.

				The talk show’s host, Claire Jamison, nodded as she readjusted the microphone on the collar of her pale blue blouse. “Ready?” she asked her, tossing her long red hair over one shoulder.

				No. Kate forced a confident smile. “Of course.” She sat straighter and slid her palms down the length of her tan pencil skirt. She crossed and recrossed her legs as the producer counted down the seconds to airtime.

				When he signaled that they were live, Claire spoke. “Welcome back. Before the break, we saw Lario perform his hit ‘When We Were Us,’ and he will be back to perform again at the end of today’s show. Now, we are pleased to introduce our next guest—Hollywood’s own wedding planner Kate Hartley, from Belle Affairs.” Claire turned to look at her with a smile. “Kate, good to see you.”

				“Thank you for having me,” Kate said, relieved that her steady voice revealed none of the anxiety threatening to suffocate her.

				“So as if you weren’t busy enough planning the nuptials of some of Tinseltown’s most glamorous couples, you recently wrote a book.” Claire picked up the hardcover that had hit store shelves the week before and held it up to the camera. “How to Get Him Down the Aisle—great title, and I suspect a question many single women out there are dying to know the answer to. Tell us about it.”

				“Essentially, the book is an added service that my company has recently started offering our clients. We refer to it as the ‘warm the cold feet’ effort,” she said. Her chest tightened even more. Breathe and smile. “Believe it or not, men want to get married just as much as women...they just need that extra reassurance, that push to get them to the altar.”

				Didn’t she know it?

				She brushed the thought away as her smile faltered.

				Unfortunately, her interviewer capitalized on the opportunity, jumping to the question that had allowed Kate’s publicist to secure this television spot. “You have firsthand experience about what happens when there’s no one there to give them the push, isn’t that right?” Her smile was sympathetic as she reached across and touched Kate’s hand, but her eyes gleamed with the eagerness of digging up gossip.

				Kate had prepared for the interview to take this turn, so she nodded slowly. “It’s true. Last year, I was ditched at my destination wedding.” Pause. Give the expected heartbroken look. Then, forcing a light, I’m-over-it, confident air, continue. “And that’s why I wrote the book. To help my clients avoid a similar fate.” Thank God for the training and prep work she’d done with her publicist, Alison Dunn. Otherwise the lies coming out of her mouth would have choked her to death.

				Claire nodded. “Great way to take a heartbreaking situation and turn it into something positive,” she said. “So in your case, what went wrong? You were in Maui...family and friends were there. The day of the wedding, he disappears. What happened?”

				If she only knew, maybe it would have made the last ten months more bearable. “I’m not sure I’ll ever know...” Kate paused when she saw Alison, standing behind the cameraman on the far right, shake her head.

				Shit. Just stick to the rehearsed answers. “I’m an experienced wedding planner—” she gestured to herself, earning a smile from Alison “—and I’m confident if I’d been paying attention, I’d have seen the telltale signs of a potential runaway groom.”

				“Let’s discuss these telltale signs,” Claire said. “In the book, which I’ve read cover to cover...”

				The woman had asked for a briefing just an hour before.

				“...there are several chapters on spotting them before it’s too late. Do men really demonstrate these flight-risk traits?”

				Claire was referring to the add-on chapters that the editor had suggested after Kate’s failed wedding had threatened her credibility. Her book had taken her three years to write and had been meant as a wedding planning guide, not a self-help tool for nervous brides. “Men exhibit these traits all the time—subconsciously, of course.” Kate had been noticing them in grooms for years, but never having seen anyone actually flee before the wedding, she’d dismissed them as harmless. Now, after Cooper’s betrayal, she’d realized there might be more to these prewedding jitters than she’d initially thought. “There are many reasons grooms get cold feet—insecurity, fear of commitment, a bad stag experience, for example. But by offering the right guidance, I believe I can help get the couple’s special day back on course and lead to their...” She hesitated. “Happily-ever-after. But the book is much more than just a runaway groom preventative strategy.” She wanted to lead the discussion away from her own wedding fiasco and back to the wedding guide portion of the book.

				“Right.” Claire opened the book to the index and scanned the contents. “My personal favorite chapter is the one about the enablers. I think every woman can agree that the most dangerous threat to any relationship is the single bachelor friend.”

				“Certainly. Men may not want to admit it, but their friendships run deep. The idea of losing a friend to marriage can make a friend who has the best of intentions act out of character, resulting in a second-guessing groom.”

				“Well, I’m nowhere near the marriage phase, but if I were, this book would definitely be on my list of wedding planning guides—because what’s a wedding without the groom, right?” Claire flashed her best show-host smile at the camera.

				Across from her, Kate’s gaze dropped to her hands clenched on her lap, an image of her empty, dismantled Maui beach wedding flashing in her mind. She’d thought of every last detail to make that day perfect, special...all except one.

				How could she have prevented her fiancé from falling out of love?

				“Kate?”

				“Sorry, yes, exactly—a groom is a necessary evil,” she said with a fake laugh. One she’d perfected whenever someone asked about her failed wedding, which, unfortunately, given the nature of her business, was far too often. She’d thought by now people would have forgotten about it, but that had yet to happen.

				And worse, she’d lost clients. She’d even heard a rumor floating around Hollywood that she was bad luck. Sigh.

				“Well, thank you again for being on the show today, Kate.”

				“My pleasure.” She smiled, relieved the interview was over. Publicity like this was important for book sales as well as the future of her company. She had to rebuild her clientele, but she wasn’t sure how often she could put herself through this.

				Ten months and still the thought of her wedding day made her chest tighten. She’d learned to perfect casual dismissal of that terrible experience, but the betrayal had broken her heart and had affected her business—two reasons she could never bring herself to forgive Cooper Jennings.

				* * *

				“KATE, LIZ SHEFFIELD is here,” her assistant, Janet, announced, poking her head into Kate’s office later that afternoon.

				She wasn’t sure which emotion was stronger—relief that the woman had returned or anxiety over a possible client from hell. Kate had never put so much effort into securing a contract before. Clearly, Liz had liked the proposal she’d emailed.

				Liz Sheffield owned HighRes Media, a multimedia company in Beverly Hills. Her company designed movie trailers for some of Hollywood’s biggest movie studios, plus digital marketing presentations and multimedia websites for big businesses all over California. She had a lot of contacts and a lot of friends. Rich friends who could afford glamorous, if expensive weddings. Her word-of-mouth referral was exactly what Kate needed to restore her business’s name. “Okay, give me three minutes, then send her in, please.”

				Kate kicked her feet free of her flip-flops, stashing them in the bottom drawer of her mahogany desk. Crossing the room, she slid back into the designer stilettos that forced her toes to overlap and her arches to ache. At five foot nine, she hardly needed the extra height, but the heels made her feel stronger, more powerful. Lately, her ego needed all the help it could get. She buttoned her charcoal suit jacket and smoothed a hand over her dark hair, hanging loose around her shoulders.

				Reaching into the box of books from her publisher, she positioned a copy of How to Get Him Down the Aisle in plain view and ran a hand over the dust settling on the corners of her desk. When business slowed the year before, they’d canceled the office’s weekly cleaning service—a necessary cutback, since she was three months behind on the lease payments for the lavish office in the downtown high-rise. Without three or four new wedding deposits...soon...she’d be packing up shop.

				The idea of working out of her home, the way she had at the beginning of her career, felt like a huge step backward. One she wasn’t willing to take.

				She sat again and turned her attention to her computer, pasting on what she hoped was her busiest-looking expression as the door opened and Janet ushered Liz inside. Immediately, she stood and came around the desk to greet her. “Liz, hi. Great to see you again.”

				“Thank you for meeting me on short notice,” the petite blonde said, readjusting her oversize purse on her shoulder. A new Prada bag, from their spring collection—the one Kate had eyed with longing the week before. “Janet mentioned your schedule was full this week, but I just had to see you today.”

				Janet hadn’t lied. Her assistant actually believed that Kate was still as busy as ever. She often left the office for “off-site meetings”—which were actually just stress-induced shoe-shopping trips—but she couldn’t afford to lose Janet’s confidence in her. Her assistant was one of the best client recruiters she could have hoped for. But the truth was, her schedule hadn’t been full in far too long, and spring was well underway. Her dearth of new clients was quickly becoming a problem. One she hoped to resolve by landing the Sheffield-Dillon wedding.

				“It’s no problem. I’m glad Janet was able to fit you in,” she said, gesturing to the overstuffed tan leather chair across from her desk, but she checked her watch for effect. “I have a few moments before my next appointment.” A few moments, a few weeks...a few months—who knew, really? “So you liked the proposal?”

				“Loved it.”

				Thank God. Her professionalism worked to hide the delight she felt as she said, “That’s fantastic news. I’d hate to think your big day would be left in the hands of a less dedicated planner.” Her dedication was full-on. Other than this wedding, the only other event claiming her focus and time was her own brother’s wedding, and that one was stirring mixed emotions in her. She was thrilled for her commitment-phobe brother Chase and his fiancée, but it killed her to remember that he and Hayley had met and fallen in love in the midst of her own disastrous event.

				“We’ve made some changes...” Liz said, snapping her back to attention.

				They always did. Brides never fully knew what they wanted until she showed them why they’d hired her. “Okay, let’s figure this out.” She reached for the file, stacked beneath several prop ones on her desk, overflowing with dress sample fabrics and pictures of cakes for effect.

				“We want to get married next month.”

				Next month? “When next month?” she asked, her voice steady, as if she could actually pull off an extravagant wedding that fast.

				“Memorial Day weekend...in Big Bear.”

				What was with people and holiday weddings these days? Kate wasn’t a fan. Nothing ever went well for a holiday wedding. Guests hated to give up their long weekends. And had Liz forgotten how cold, wet and miserable that particular weekend always seemed to be? She suspected it would be even worse in Big Bear Lake, California. “But I thought you had your heart set on a July wedding in the Napa Valley?” Even four months had been short timing to plan the elaborate ceremony that Liz Sheffield wanted. Six weeks was impossible.

				And she’d already prepared so many of the details for the beautiful vineyard wedding to present to the bride-to-be. Wineries were the perfect backdrop for summer weddings and were sure to be a hit with guests...and her future potential clients. Big Bear—not so much.

				“Derek is making a new film in Greece starting in June, and he’s needed on set over there the week following the long weekend.”

				“Could you put the wedding off a couple of extra months...or could he return for a July wedding?” All of these possibilities were better than rushing the wedding plans and heading to the coldest part of the state.

				This wedding was supposed to be her best yet. The comeback wedding to show that despite her own circumstances, she was still the best choice to plan that special day. Liz’s wedding guests presented a gold mine of opportunity. This wedding was too important to rush.

				Liz toyed with the Prada logo on her purse. “We’d rather not wait.”

				Translation—she wanted to lock this man down as soon as possible. Preferably before he headed to Greece to film a movie with a cast of sexy actresses. Kate could understand that. Not that she believed a ring on a man’s finger was any guarantee against affairs. This was Hollywood, after all.

				She shook her head. She’d been spending too much time with Hayley, her brother’s fiancée, who was a divorce attorney. Unlike Hayley, she was in the happily-ever-after business, she reminded herself as she tried to think of a way to talk Liz out of this rushed event, while still convincing her to sign the contract.

				“If you don’t think you can do this...” Liz started.

				Oh, she was doing this wedding. Somehow, some way. Kate waved a hand and smiled as warmly as she could muster. “I can totally do this,” she said. “I was just confirming that you were sure. After all, we want the day to be what you’ve always dreamed of.”

				“I’m sure.” Liz nodded emphatically, then hesitated. “You’re sure you can pull this off?”

				“Without a doubt.” Actually with about a dozen different doubts, but she would make it happen and it would be amazing.

				“Thank you so much, Kate.” The woman’s look of relief was brief before she was all business, as she pulled out the Belle Affairs contract and signed it.

				That was fine with her. She had six weeks to pull off the impossible. Getting started right away on a new plan was absolutely necessary. She dropped all pretense of having somewhere else to be as she opened the couple’s file. “Okay, so venues in Big Bear...” That could pose a challenge. Log cabins and tackle and bait shops. She hid a shudder.

				Liz stopped her, rummaging around in her purse. “Wait, we have a venue in mind, actually.”

				Kate cringed. Big Bear was a dream for winter enthusiasts but hardly the place for an elegant, Hollywood-style wedding. If this venue had wood paneling on its walls, she might be forced to walk from the whole thing. She needed this wedding to prove she was still the best in the business, not put the final nail in the coffin.

				“Here is Scott’s business card,” she said, her voice tight. “He owns West Mountain Resort.”

				Kate couldn’t decide whether Liz hated the lodge or Scott, but her tone suggested this venue might not be her idea. She’d get to the bottom of that later. First, she needed to get a visual. Turning to her computer, she typed the name of the place into Google.

				“Oh, don’t waste your time. The resort doesn’t have a website.”

				“I don’t understand,” she said as the search failed to provide any matches. “How does a company not have a website?”

				“The place just reopened in the fall...”

				“My company’s website was up before I even had my certification in wedding planning.” She turned the no-doubt homemade business card with the perforated edges around in her hand. “Scott Dillon—owner/operator,” and a phone number. Not even an email address? Come on, Scott! She’d give his business a year, tops.

				“Scott is fairly old-school, and he does things his way.” It sounded as if the words were said through clenched teeth. “My company is actually designing a site for him, but it’s complicated.”

				Okay, so it was definitely Scott Liz had an issue with. “Liz, have you even seen the place?”

				The bride-to-be shook her head.

				Great. They were supposed to choose a wedding venue, sight unseen? No freaking way. “So why have you settled on this place?” She tossed the card aside. “Just because he’s family?” she guessed.

				“He’s Derek’s brother, and Derek really wants to support Scott’s new venture.” She rolled her eyes.

				Clearly Liz did not. Kate hesitated. She had two options. She could launch into her spiel about how the wedding day was really about the bride anyway, so Liz shouldn’t settle...or she could take this small gift from the wedding planning gods and run with it, hoping that the place could be turned into the perfect setting...at least in photos. She really didn’t have time to book another venue, especially during the long weekend. “Okay, then we can certainly make this work.” She would just call this Scott guy and see if he could send her some details and photos of the lodge. If she had to hire a decorating crew to transform even one room of this resort into the backdrop Liz would be happy with, she would. She was in the business of fairy tales and miracles, after all.

				“I know it’s a far cry from the original plans...” Liz said, looking nervous again.

				You think?

				“But I just really want to marry Derek...as soon as possible.”

				Yeah, Kate had caught the urgency. She forced a smile as she reached across the desk and touched Liz’s hand. Reassurance was her first responsibility as a wedding planner. “Don’t worry, everything will be perfect.”

				They had a willing groom, at least.
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				SCOTT DILLON SCANNED the reservations system for the month. They were still sitting around the 40 percent capacity, and the upcoming summer months didn’t look any better. He didn’t understand it—the five-star, multimillion-dollar establishment he’d renovated and reopened the year before was located just west of Big Bear’s major ski resort. Guests gushed about his resort’s amenities, and his review in Traveler’s Weekly had named West Mountain Resort the best place to stay in the area.

				So why weren’t they full? The other lodges were turning people away, which thankfully had helped him fill some rooms that winter. With the ski season winding down, he feared things were going to get worse, not better.

				He could barely afford to keep the place running in their current state. The phone rang, and the reservation light lit up.

				Where was Cameron? She must be covering another station. In recent weeks, he’d been forced to let go two front-desk staff and a bunch of housekeeping. Work just wasn’t there, and neither were the funds to pay salaries...but now he had the remaining staff pulling double duty on their shifts. It would only be a matter of time before they flipped him off and found jobs elsewhere.

				The phone rang again.

				Cameron, his hotel manager, had forbidden him from answering the phone, because he struggled with customer service skills. But he couldn’t just let a potential paying guest go. Sighing, he answered. “Hello—I mean, thank you for calling West Mountain Resort, how can I help you?”

				“You need a website,” a female voice said.

				Great. A sales call. This was exactly why he hadn’t put his direct line on the business cards Cameron had insisted on making for him. “That’s an odd way to start your sales pitch, and I’m not interested,” he said. He was about to replace the receiver when the woman’s laughter made him pause.

				“I’m not a website designer or trying to sell you anything, I’m just annoyed that your resort provides nothing online to people considering staying there.”

				It wasn’t the first time he’d heard the complaint. The website was in the works...sort of. He’d unfortunately had to lay off the only employee tech savvy enough to deal with the unending design questions from the staff at HighRes Media, and he certainly wasn’t going to deal with them directly. Getting Liz Sheffield’s company to design the site had been his brother’s doing, not his. Another one of Derek’s futile attempts to “bring the two of them together.” But Scott had no interest in being friendly with Liz.

				“It’s coming soon,” he said, not in a position to piss off a potential guest.

				“Not soon enough,” she mumbled.

				“Can I help you?” He rested his elbows on his desk, his mood worsening as he noticed the stack of invoices piling up in his inbox. Second and third notices from the power and water companies that he still couldn’t afford to pay. Guests were going to be a little more than upset if the water got shut off.

				“Yes. I’m Kate Hartley from Belle Affairs. I was looking to speak with Mr. Scott Dillon, the owner.”

				“That’s me,” he said distractedly, opening one of the envelopes and frowning at the amount owing.

				“Oh, I thought this number was the reservation line.”

				“It is.” How could the bill be so high when they were only running at 40 percent capacity? Could he limit guests to one shower per day per room?

				“You’re the owner and you run the front desk? God, how small is this resort?”

				“Is there something I can do for you, Ms. Hart?”

				“Hartley.”

				“Whatever,” he said under his breath, still fuming over the amount of the bill. He needed to figure out ways to cut back on the water usage...take laundry home or something.

				“I was given your business card—if you can call it that—by Liz Sheffield.”

				He paused. “Liz Sheffield.” His jaw clenched as he spat out the name of his soon-to-be sister-in-law.

				“That’s right. Apparently Ms. Sheffield and Mr. Dillon—your brother, I take it?—wish to hold their wedding at your resort. I’m sure you are aware of the details already, so I just need some information for planning purposes. For example, how big the ballrooms are, how many guests they can accommodate, the resort restaurants’ catering capacities and the waitstaff available for that day...”

				“No.”

				Silence, then, “Excuse me? No...what?” Her voice was cool, confident, calm. A true professional. And a true pain in the ass, he suspected.

				“I’m not hosting the wedding here.”

				Silence met him on the other end of the line. He waited. Those who speak first lose.

				She cleared her throat but still didn’t speak. He didn’t say anything, either, a grimace forming on his lips. If she was waiting for an explanation, she’d be waiting a long time. He leaned back in his chair and swiveled to and fro. He couldn’t believe Liz actually thought holding a wedding he didn’t want any part of at his resort was a good idea. Just the thought of her made his stomach drop. He hadn’t seen her in almost two years, and he wasn’t in any rush to change that. Having her at his resort...for her wedding... He shook his head. No chance in hell. Though he knew it was Derek’s idea.

				He hated to disappoint Derek, but refusing to host the wedding was the least of Scott’s offenses.

				When an agonizing amount of time had ticked by on the clock above his desk without a word from her, he hung up. He stared at the phone for a moment, but when the reservation line didn’t ring again, he shrugged.

				Good. That solved that problem.

				And he wouldn’t be answering the line any time soon. Turning to his computer, he logged into his bank account. The meager amount in the business account wouldn’t go far, so he paid the water bill from his personal account. He’d be paying his employees from his own pocket next.

				The intercom buzzed. “Did you just answer incoming reservations?” Cameron didn’t even try to hide her annoyance.

				“Yes, but it was nothing. Just a sales call.”

				“Didn’t they get the memo we have no money?” she muttered.

				“Smile, Cam. You’re still here.” Thank God. He had no idea what he’d do without her. She’d worked at the resort for years before it had been shut down by its retirement-age owner. She knew the place and how to run it better than anyone. If she quit, he was screwed.

				“For now,” she said. “Anyway, I was just checking inventory, and we need a produce run...”

				Perfect. Any excuse to get up in the air.

				He shut down the computer then stood and grabbed his winter coat. The predicted snow had just started to fall, although it was mid-April, the mountain air was still frigid. “I’m on it,” he said.

				An hour later, he sat in the cockpit of his Cessna on the Big Bear City Airport runway, waiting for clearance to take off. Sure, he could order inventory to be shipped to the resort, but he only trusted one place for his business’s needs—Stanley’s Fresh Goods in San Francisco. And they didn’t deliver outside the city. To make the trip more cost-effective, he would also stop at the fish market before heading back.

				The ground crew flagman waved him up next, and after the slightest moment of hesitation, Scott headed toward the end of the runway. Checking the plane’s controls and setting his course, he radioed the tower. “Cessna 215 ready for takeoff.” And moments later he was up and on his way. Sweat trickled down his back. Once he’d leveled off, he shrugged out of his coat and forced a feeling of anxiety aside.

				It was just him, and he had control.

				As he headed south for the twenty-minute run, he broke through a bank of clouds and the sun appeared. He felt himself relax.

				A former commercial pilot, he’d only been interested in the Cessna cargo plane when he saw the ad for the resort in the Big Bear daily newspaper. Unfortunately, the resort’s owner, Doug Delaney, hadn’t been interested in selling the plane on its own. The closed, run-down West Mountain Resort and the plane were a package deal.

				“You take them together or it’s no deal,” the grumpy old man had said when Scott had gone to see him about purchasing the cargo side of the business. Delaney went on to explain that both businesses had once belonged to him and his late wife. She’d run the resort and he, a retired pilot, had started the cargo business to “stay out of her hair.” He made weekly trips to LA and San Diego to pick up supplies and products for the resort to reduce shipping costs while earning extra cash making deliveries for other local businesses. The idea that the cargo business had an existing client base was also a draw for Scott.

				Having lived in Big Bear most of his life, Scott had known about the Delaney family–owned companies, but he’d only wanted to purchase one of them. “I’m really not interested in owning a resort. I wouldn’t have any idea how to run it. I’m a pilot,” Scott had explained.

				The man had looked past him to Scott’s old pickup truck parked in the driveway. “Where’s your plane?”

				“I don’t have one yet.”

				“A pilot without a plane isn’t much of a pilot,” Delaney had said before collapsing in a fit of coughing.

				Scott had heard around town that old Doug Delaney was sick with lung cancer and the doctors hadn’t expected him to make it past Christmas the year before. The cargo delivery business and resort were suffering without family to take them over, and the old man wanted nothing more than to rid himself of the burdens and fly south. “Somewhere warm where I can die lying in the sunshine,” he’d told him.

				Unfortunately, the sale of the cargo business alone wouldn’t have been enough to fulfill the man’s dying wish, so in the end, Doug had sold Scott both businesses for next to nothing and had died a week later exactly the way he’d wanted—lying in the sunshine on a beach in Mexico.

				At first, Scott hadn’t planned to do much with the resort, instead focusing on fixing up and painting the cargo plane with a new company logo—Scott’s On-Time Delivery, specializing in any kind of pickup or drop-off service the residents of Big Bear needed. Doug’s former customers had been happy to rehire Scott, and he’d easily secured several new regular customers, including a few restaurants near the ski resort and a heavy-machinery repair place in town. Within months, he was doing okay.

				But then his brother had visited over the holidays and suggested that he flip the resort for a profit. The place had been closed for a couple of years, but had once been a prime vacation property.

				At the time, it sounded easy enough—a fresh coat of paint, some updated fixtures, nice decorative lighting and paintings for the walls...but it had quickly turned into a nightmare renovation project when he discovered a leaky pipe on the third floor had caused water damage to the two floors below it. The electrical wasn’t up to code and the roof was ready to cave in at any moment. Half a million dollars later, the resort was barely recognizable as the same run-down place that had been closed and forgotten for years, but Scott was also so far in the red, he couldn’t let the place go for any less than what he’d paid.

				Fix it up and sell it, Derek had said. As if things were that simple. Then again, luck had always been on his older brother’s side. Scott’s own luck consisted of bad and worse, so a year later, all he had was a struggling resort that he didn’t want and not enough time to grow the cargo delivery business that had been his ultimate goal.

				He sighed as San Francisco came into view.

				And now his brother wanted to use the resort to make the biggest mistake of his life. Scott might not be able to talk Derek out of the wedding, but he didn’t have to host it at his resort.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				3

				AS SHE TURNED her Escalade onto Highway 330 later that afternoon, Kate was still fuming. What a rude, arrogant man Scott Dillon was. He’d actually hung up on her. After refusing to host his own brother’s wedding? Well, he might be able to hang up a phone or hide himself away with an unlocatable email address and no Facebook or Twitter accounts, but he couldn’t ignore her when she was standing right in front of him.

				Though it had been more determined annoyance than common sense that had driven her to leave her office and head to Big Bear. She wished she’d at least gone home and packed an overnight bag. And now, as she made her way farther north, the tiny snowflakes grew heavier and her windshield wipers struggled to keep up. She wondered if maybe she was acting...a tad desperate?

				She was desperate. This wedding was happening in six weeks...in Big Bear...at this resort if it killed her. And it actually might, she thought, wide-eyed, as a large transport truck approached in the opposite lane on the slippery hill.

				She gripped the steering wheel and closed her eyes briefly after the vehicle passed.

				Her cell phone rang, making her jump after her imagined head-on collision. She cursed to herself, quickly glancing toward the display panel on her dash. Her stomach turned when she saw the number flashing on the screen underneath the name Fuck-head.

				She hit the do not answer button on her steering wheel. What the hell did Cooper want? Unfortunately, she knew exactly what he wanted, and it was her own stupid fault. She gripped the steering wheel. How had she been so stupid to have angry, passionate, impromptu sex with her ex-fiancé the week before?

				Because she’d been lonely, more than a little drunk and had just lost a big client. And she’d stupidly thought that “coming by to get a few things” he’d left in the garage when he’d moved out was a genuine retrieval mission and not a lame excuse to see her.

				The moment she’d opened her front door instead of just allowing him access to the garage, she knew she was in trouble. He’d still been in his police uniform, looking nervous but even more gorgeous than ever, and she hadn’t been able to find the strength to push him away when he’d hugged her. “You look amazing,” he’d said.

				In actual fact she’d had mascara-stained cheeks, her hair a tangled mess, wearing an old football jersey, but she’d accepted the words and had clung to him a little longer than was safe.

				“I’m sorry, Kate, so sorry,” he’d whispered in her hair. The same words that he’d said repeatedly to her voice mail and in emails for the last ten months. Words that had once been hollow, meaningless, suddenly became fact, a solid reason to avoid listening to common sense as she’d dragged him inside.

				His mouth had found hers in an instant, and from there, clothing had been discarded, caution had been abandoned and any sense didn’t have a chance. They’d had sex in the living room, the kitchen, in the shower and on the bed that they’d once shared. It had been great sex—promising, uplifting, rejuvenating...until he was still there the following morning when she’d woken up hungover, regretful and ashamed.

				She groaned now at the memory of his face as she’d tossed his boots outside and shoved him through the door. The night had been her fault, her mistake. One she didn’t dare repeat. Did she still love him? Maybe a part of her did—the part that didn’t remember so vividly what it had felt like to dismantle her own wedding before it had occurred. But mostly not. He’d simply caught her at a moment of vulnerability. Which would not be happening again, especially since she’d couriered all of his remaining things to his apartment the next weekend. No more excuses.

				A sign to the right of the road caught her eye, and she slowed her speed to peer through the snow. Chain-Up Area, 2 Miles. Chain-up area? What was that? Sounded kind of like spicy erotica, she mused. Which maybe she’d been reading too much of lately.

				Two miles ahead, she noticed several cars in the pull-out area, their drivers putting chains on their tires. Ah...that made sense. She bit her lip. Was she supposed to do that? Did she even have chains in the vehicle? Did they come with it? She didn’t think so. Surely the Escalade could handle the snow.

				Fifteen miles later, however, she was starting to panic. The snow was even heavier now and falling fast, and the road beneath her tires felt like a sheet of glass. Car horns honked behind her as she slowly crept along the mountainside, continuing her trek north. What the hell had she been thinking to come up here? She’d been to Big Bear once, when her parents were still alive, but that had been in the fall, before the snow and icy conditions set in, and she hadn’t remembered the drive being so winding and dangerous.

				When the sign for the Snow Summit resort appeared, she released a deep breath. Thank God, she’d made it—her last thought before the vehicle hit a section of black ice and spun into the opposite lane.

				Panicked, she pumped the brakes, which only made the spiraling worse, and as she struggled to regain control of the wheel, the car landed in the deep ditch on the side of the road.

				Great, just great. Closing her eyes, she rested her head against the seat and forced a deep breath. This was nothing. She wasn’t hurt. She hadn’t hurt anyone... She could handle this.

				A tap on the glass a second later made her jump, and her eyes flew open. A man stood beside her car, dressed in a heavy winter coat, hat and gloves. He motioned for her to roll down the window.

				She hesitated, but hell, she was stuck in a ditch. Chances were he was more help than danger.

				“You look a little lost,” he said with a pleasant, easy smile.

				With his light blue eyes and chiseled features, he looked like the latest guy to play Superman... Henry something or other. Judging by his build, she could almost believe he’d be able to just lift the vehicle from the ditch, or so her overactive damsel-in-distress mind mused.

				Yep, too many erotic novels. “Not at all, this ditch was exactly my destination...stupid GPS,” she said, suddenly grateful for the tiny mishap. Since Cooper, her reaction to the sight of most men was a desire to punch them, but this guy made her feel slightly less hostile.

				“Well, I have a tow kit. I can pull you out if you’re ready to leave,” he said with a smile that made her mouth go dry.

				She nodded. “I think so... Yes, thank you.”

				“Why don’t you climb out and go sit in my truck while I pull your car free,” he said, opening her door.

				A blast of cold snow blew across her lap, white against her charcoal dress pants, and she shivered as she climbed out. Pulling her light jacket closed, she zipped it as high as it would go. Snow piled over the tops of her short leather boots as she took several steps away from her vehicle, and she gasped. “Damn it, it’s cold.” Had this hellhole not gotten the memo that it was spring?

				“You’re hardly dressed for Big Bear weather,” the man said, offering his arm for support as she struggled to climb the tiny hill out of the ditch. The smooth soles of her high-heeled boots made traction impossible and she slid backward with each step. “May I?” he asked, holding out his arms toward her.

				“May you what?”

				“Lift you out of here.”

				She shook her head violently. At five foot nine, she was hardly a china doll. “I’m already shaming women everywhere with this clueless, city-girl damsel-in-distress situation... I think I can do this,” she said, digging her heels into the bank and, with every ounce of dignity and determination she possessed, launching her body over the high snowbank. “See?” she said proudly, straightening her coat and turning to face him.

				He held his hands up. “Sorry, you’re right. You don’t need me, and I’m sure you could probably just grab the bumper and pull this thing out yourself, but I’d still like to help, if that’s okay?”

				Her smile even felt flirtatious as she nodded. “Sure, why not?”

				“Climb into the truck and stay warm,” he said, turning his attention to her vehicle.

				She got in quickly and shivered in the warmth. “So much better,” she muttered, kicking her boots together to shake off the melting snow. Through the window, she watched the guy hook up his tow kit to her Escalade, grateful for his out-of-nowhere appearance. Glancing around, she saw the closest business was several blocks away—not a hike she’d want to make. And sitting in a ditch, waiting for a tow truck, she’d probably have frozen to death.

				He worked quickly, obviously having done this before, and as she watched, she warmed even more. He was far from her usual type. Big football player build and thick thighs straining against the confines of his jeans as he leaned down to attach the tow rope to her bumper...but she found herself checking out his ass when he bent to collect his tool from the ground.

				A nice ass, indeed.

				He turned and she looked away quickly.

				When he climbed in moments later, he put the truck in Reverse and freed the Escalade from the ditch with ease.

				“Wow, clearly not your first time doing that,” she said.

				“No. But I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess that it’s your first time in Big Bear?”

				He removed his gloves, and her eyes immediately flew to his left hand. No wedding ring. The silver lining on a shitty day. “Second, but the first time was when I was a kid and not this time of year.”

				He handed her keys to her, and his warm fingers grazed her cold hand, sending an electric current up her arm. If a simple touch could create such an intense reaction in her, she wondered what a purposeful caress could do. Or those full, sexy lips. “Well, you’re free.” He hesitated before releasing them. “Make sure you get chains put on before you head down again...which is hopefully not too soon?”

				So the flirtation hadn’t been in her mind. “Tomorrow, I think... I hope anyway.” It couldn’t possibly take any longer than that to convince that rude Scott Dillon to reconsider hosting his brother’s wedding, could it?

				“Would it be terrible if I said I hope that your business here takes longer than you plan?”

				She swallowed hard as his gaze took in the length of her. Damn it, she should have allowed those hands to lift her out of the snow. “You just may get your wish if the guy I’m here to see is as much of a jerk as I think he is.”

				“Most men are,” he said with a laugh.

				The deep, rich sound made her stomach flutter. “But not you, of course.”

				“Not me. Nonjerk car rescuer extraordinaire Scott Dillon, at your service,” he said.

				Her mouth gaped. No way. The hottest guy she’d laid eyes on in forever, the guy who’d just saved her from a ditch, the guy she was already envisioning naked was Scott Dillon? And he was already lying to her. Typical jerk.

				He frowned. “What did I say wrong? If it was the reference to rescuing your car, that will totally be our secret. If anyone asks, you got yourself out of there.” His teasing grin was back, but there was a look of caution in his icy eyes.

				Sighing, she allowed any and all inappropriate thoughts about him to vanish, along with her hope for rebound sex with a stranger that evening. “I’m Kate Hartley. We spoke on the phone.”

				* * *

				NO SOONER HAD he shut his office door than his office intercom beeped. “Mr. Dillon, there’s a woman here at the front desk to see you,” Cameron said.

				Yes, the woman he’d been picturing naked in the backseat of his pickup truck, only to have the image shattered seconds later when she’d revealed her identity. So much for his hope of having literally stumbled upon a gorgeous tourist, one who wasn’t planning to stay in Big Bear for more than a night or two. His favorite kind of woman. “Tell her I’m not here.”

				“Um...she just heard me talking to you,” Cameron whispered.

				“So say it anyway,” he said. He scanned the mess of his office, knowing that regardless, in about a minute and a half, the determined, spirited, sexy-as-hell Kate Hartley would be barging in with or without his consent. She hadn’t driven all this way to be ignored. Too bad he couldn’t offer her the kind of attention he wanted to bestow.

				He stacked the pile of unpaid invoices in a drawer, tossed the empty coffee cups into the trash can in the corner of the room and quickly swept the visible dust from the top of the fine oak furniture around him with the palm of his hand. Housekeeping had been reduced, and he sure wasn’t keeping on top of it.

				Oh, well. If Ms. Wedding Planner didn’t like it, he’d be happy to watch her curvy ass leave.

				The knock on his door was loud and right on time, he mused, glancing at his watch. “Go away,” he yelled, picking up the phone receiver and bringing it to his ear.

				The door opened, and Kate walked in. “I just need a few moments of your time,” she said, forcibly polite.

				Gone was the flirtatious, easygoing smile. And contrary to what he would have expected, this meaner, more professional look was even sexier. The front of his pants grew even tighter—his previous hard-on for her in his truck had yet to disappear completely. Damn. He covered the receiver. “You already took up enough of my time, Ms. Hartley...and I’m on the phone.” He motioned for her to leave.

				Coming toward the desk, she hit the hang-up button on the phone.

				“Hey! I was on hold for an important guest...client...thing.”

				She cocked her head. “None of the lines were lit up.”

				Busted. He replaced the receiver and stood. “Look, I already told you when you called that I will not be hosting a wedding here, so unless you came in here to thank me again for saving your ass...” His face was just inches from hers. He could so easily reach out and kiss her...and probably frighten her out of his office and back down the mountainside.

				But she didn’t give any ground, remaining firmly on the spot. She was tall, almost eye level with him, and her dark eyes held a determined, heated expression. “I don’t understand. It’s your brother’s wedding.”

				“You don’t need to understand. What you do need to do is go buy yourself a set of chains and get back to sunny, warm LA before it gets too late.” He fought the insane sensation of disappointment at the thought. Sure, he’d envisioned lots of wine and hot tub sex before he knew who she was, but even entertaining the thought now was absurd. Now he needed her out of his resort as soon as possible.

				“I’m not leaving.” To his surprise, she sat on the edge of his desk.

				Huh, maybe he should have left the dust. “You’re not?”

				“No. Here’s the thing. I need this wedding to happen. Here. On Memorial Day weekend. So unless you can give me a really good reason why that can’t happen, I’m not leaving.” She folded her arms across her chest, a challenging look on her face.

				Oh, he could give her a reason. A really good one. In fact, it would be his pleasure. Moving closer, he placed a hand on either side of her on the desk. His legs touched hers, and the smell of her expensive, soft perfume tickled his nose as he lowered his face to her ear and whispered, “I had sex with the bride-to-be.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				4

				KATE PACED THE stone walkway outside the resort moments later, her cell to her ear, oblivious to the blowing snow and deep, damp chill cutting through her thin jacket. Liz was crazy to want to hold a wedding here—it was freaking freezing.

				Pick up, Liz...pick up...

				“Hello?”

				“Liz, it’s Kate.” She paused. Now that the woman had answered, she realized she had no idea how to confront her about Scott’s accusation—or if she should at all. This contract was important, and pissing off the bride was a sure way to lose it. Still, she had to find out if Scott had been telling the truth. She couldn’t fight fire with fire if she was holding a match against his blowtorch.

				The crackling reception interrupted Liz’s words. “I...can’t...hear...where are you?”

				Kate reluctantly moved just inside the resort lobby doors, where the lack of howling wind made it easier to hear. She lowered her voice. “I’m in Big Bear. I came to see Scott.”

				“I knew that asshole would refuse to hold the wedding at the resort,” Liz said, her bitterness perfectly clear through the bad reception.

				Kate sighed. A heads-up would have been nice. And unfortunately, the tiny glimmer of hope that Scott had been lying vanished with Liz’s words. “Yeah...he’s reluctant.” She refused to give up yet. There had to be some way to convince this guy to do this for his brother. Even though he’d slept with the bride.

				“What’s his problem?” Liz asked.

				As if she didn’t know. “Um...” How to say this delicately? Losing this client was not an option. “He says there’s a history between you two.”

				“A history?” Her laugh held no amusement. “He calls one stupid night—that was completely his fault—a history? What a jackass.”

				Kate remained silent. Usually when two people had sex, they were both responsible, not that she was letting Mr. Arrogant off easy. “How long ago did it happen?”

				“A million years ago. Really, Kate, it should not be a problem. He’s just being stubborn because I refuse to tell Derek about it. I mean, what would be the point? It’s not like I care about Scott, and he certainly doesn’t have feelings for me. It was one night before I realized that Derek and I were serious about one another, perfect for one another.”

				That was for sure. Derek and Liz were both city people, in the movie industry, driven by success and power and money. Kate had never met a better suited couple.

				Scott, in comparison, was...what was Scott?

				Earlier in the day, she’d been tempted to find out. Now she just needed to know the kryptonite to break him.

				She scanned the lodge through the interior glass doors. Now that she’d seen it, she thought it really would be a shame if he didn’t allow the wedding to take place here. With the marble and stone accents throughout, it didn’t have that old, log-cabin feel so common to these mountain ski resorts. The large check-in area and dining room that she’d seen on her way out were extravagant and elegantly decorated—quite a contrast from the rugged man who owned it. She’d had her doubts, but she was starting to believe this place could actually be a perfect place to hold the wedding...and future mountain weddings, she thought.

				“So how do I get him to agree?” she asked Liz, her determination returning. She suspected money wouldn’t work. He didn’t seem to be a success-hungry, type-A personality, given that he hadn’t done any marketing for the resort. And telling him to think about Derek probably wouldn’t do the trick—she suspected protecting his brother was what he thought he was doing. But she would find an angle. Everyone had a price or a weakness.

				Liz hesitated, before saying, “I think I can help you with that.”

				Kate winced. Scott hadn’t seemed to hold Liz in high regard, so she doubted a call from his ex-lover would be appreciated. He’d hung up on Kate, and she was a stranger. She wasn’t the one who’d seen him naked—she only wished she had. “Liz, I’m not sure he’ll even speak to you.”

				“Oh, I’m not calling him. His mother is.”

				* * *

				“SCOTT, CALL ON line two,” Cameron said an hour later.

				“Who is it?” he asked, not taking his eyes from his computer screen, where he was searching for a web designer. He’d waited long enough, and given the current circumstances he wasn’t sure allowing HighRes Media the chance to finish his site was a good idea. He’d eat the hefty fees he’d paid already and start over. He’d only agreed to let Liz’s company design his site because Derek had insisted and he’d been feeling too guilty to say no.

				Unfortunately, so far he was underwhelmed with the portfolios of the companies in his budget.

				“She wouldn’t say,” Cameron said.

				Damn it, the woman was persistent. Grabbing the receiver, he hit the button for the blinking line. “You are bordering on harassment, Ms. Hartley.”

				“Ha! As if you would be complaining about a woman harassing you, Scott.”

				“Mom?”

				“Ah, so you do remember me?”

				He sighed as he slumped back in the chair. “I just saw you last week for brunch. Or at least I thought it was you... Short, beautiful, blond-haired woman with new eyelash extensions that fell into her eggs Benedict?” He grinned at the memory, despite his foul mood. Angela Dillon was sixty-five years old, but she didn’t believe her age was any reason not to try out the new beauty trends on the market.

				“I admit, the lashes were a dumb idea, okay? Now, not another word about them. Your father’s been relentless enough,” she muttered.

				“How is Dad?” His father was a retired carpenter who now worked part-time at a ski rental shop at the base of Bear Mountain. Lee Dillon liked to stay busy despite his weakened health in recent years. Three heart attacks would be enough to make most people retire, but not Scott’s father.

				“I just told you how he is—annoying.”

				He laughed. His parents had always had a passionate relationship. Their arguments were fiery and their love for one another just as intense. And now that they were both semiretired, they drove one another crazy.

				Scott didn’t have the desire to have what his parents had. Or rather, he had no desire to search for that kind of connection. Not anymore. Casual, fun, no commitments suited him just fine. He cherished his independence. Love and long-term relationships were Derek’s MO. His brother wanted the career and wife and kids. He fell in love hard and often and had had his heart broken over and over. Still, he bounced back the instant another pretty face caught his eye.

				Scott had been hurt once, and that was enough. One and done.

				“Anyway, I’m calling because—”

				He cut her off. “I know why you’re calling, and the answer is still no.” Did Derek really think siccing their mother on him would work? They weren’t children anymore. This was his resort and he didn’t have to agree to a single thing, especially since Derek was probably only pushing the situation because he thought he was doing Scott a favor. Sure, the resort could use the reservations and the high-end guests that his brother’s wedding would bring, but he wasn’t that desperate.

				“You’re just being stubborn.”

				“No, I’m not.”

				“Yes, you are. We all know you don’t like Liz...but she’s marrying your brother whether you want to accept it or not.”

				If only his mother knew the real reason. He didn’t want to see his brother make the biggest decision of his life without hearing the truth about the woman he was intent on spending his life with. Scott knew Liz. Women like her were never happy for long, always looking for the next adventure, the next thrill...that was his type, not Derek’s. Derek had always been a hopeless romantic, a serial monogamist. The kind of man who fell prey to women like Liz.

				The woman made movie trailers because she couldn’t commit to working on longer projects, getting bored too fast, too easily. She’d admitted as much to him...three vodka shots in, somewhere between removing his shirt and her underwear.

				Of all the bad coincidences. To have shared a near-death experience with his brother’s girlfriend. The plane crash that had ended his career as a commercial pilot had cost him much more than his pilot’s wings. If only Liz hadn’t been on that flight to Mexico. He sighed. When he’d found out that she was dating his brother, he’d assumed the relationship wouldn’t last long enough for a confession to be worthwhile. No need to upset Derek for something short-term.

				But the relationship had continued to grow, and then, six months ago, his brother had proposed. Scott had immediately confronted Liz about telling Derek, and she’d promised she would.

				And of course she hadn’t. Cheating women didn’t come clean, he thought bitterly. He should have said something at that point, but too much time had passed and he’d lacked the balls. He kept waiting, on edge, for Liz to man up, but of course she wasn’t willing to risk her relationship with the truth.

				“Look, Mom, if Derek thinks he’s happy, in love with Liz, that’s great, but I don’t have to watch him making what I believe is a mistake.”

				“Yes, you do. It’s not up to us to decide for him. No one comments on your life choices.”

				They didn’t need to. Her tone said it all. They disapproved of his playboy ways, but he didn’t care. He knew his mother was desperate for grandkids and she was putting her hope in Derek, knowing kids were not in Scott’s future. Therefore, she wouldn’t care if Derek were marrying Medusa, just as long as she had a grandbaby within the year. He thought his mother was in for disappointment. Liz Sheffield didn’t exactly have the nurturing, maternal gene. Her company was her baby. “Mom, you’ve only met the woman twice. Don’t you think you and Dad should get to know her better before giving your blessing on this marriage?”

				“She’s a living, breathing woman, capable of giving me grandbabies, Scott. What more is there to know?” she said, confirming his thoughts.

				Grandkids—the only thing she cared about.

				“If you guys are all happy about this, then great. But I’m not on board.”

				“Derek is your brother. Have you forgotten that?”

				No. But damn, he wished he could. The guilt he experienced each day might be easier to handle if he’d slept with some random stranger’s fiancée and not someone his brother was head over heels in love with, someone who would be there for Christmas mornings and birthdays and family events. Good Lord, things would be awkward.

				“The same brother who put you through college and flight school,” she continued. “The same brother who helped fund your new businesses...”

				Guilt was a favorite negotiation tactic for his mom, but this time it wouldn’t work. “I’ve paid him back every cent.” It had been the first debt he’d repaid when he’d received the two-million-dollar settlement from Airways Travel two years before, after they’d lost their case in court. Thankfully, he’d been able to prove that it was a malfunction in the operating system that had caused the plane to go down and not pilot error. The money had been appreciated, of course, but mainly he’d been happy to clear his name from fault. No one had died in the crash, but people had been injured. Another thing he felt guilty about. He’d had to give up his career because of that crash. Adding lawsuits from families if he’d lost his case would have destroyed him completely. “I don’t owe Derek anything,” he said.

				His mother huffed and was silent for a long moment.

				He waited. The battles of wills with women today were exhausting him.

				“Think about your father,” she said finally, a tearful note in her voice.

				Oh, come on. “You just said Dad’s fine.”

				“He’s fine as in he’s still breathing, yes. But Scott, you know that he can’t travel. If the wedding doesn’t happen here, he won’t be able to attend. That would crush both him and Derek. He would be devastated to miss the most important day in his oldest son’s life.”

				Shit, shit, shit. He should have known she’d play that card. Closing his eyes, he rested his head against the back of his chair and rotated slowly. How the hell could he allow this without seeming to be on board with the event? This was not something he supported. At all.

				If only he’d told his brother the truth before, they wouldn’t be in this situation. There was no way even Derek would marry a woman who’d cheated on him.

				Unfortunately, Scott knew all too well the pain of realizing that he’d put his trust in the wrong person. His one and only real relationship had ended when he’d discovered the woman he’d been falling in love with was married. Married with two small children.

				They’d met in the airport when Amy, a flight attendant, was on his Bahamas-bound flight. She’d invited him to spend his days off with her at the five-star beachside hotel, and next, they were taking their vacation time in two-day stints, falling in love in different tourist destinations. For eight months, they kept the affair going, enjoying luxury treatment in resort suites, massages on the beach, snorkeling and boating their days away, and making love every night. Her only rule was that they never saw one another back in California. She’d claimed their relationship was so much more exciting on exotic soil. He’d been too caught up in their whirlwind passion to argue.

				Then one day the real reason was waiting at the airport to surprise her. A man and two kids were at arrivals to welcome her home, while Scott had watched her look of desperation and anxiety from a distance, feeling his heart break apart. She’d reached out to him in apology, telling him that she had fallen in love with him and that if things were different...but he’d wanted nothing to do with her. He hadn’t wanted to hear her excuses for almost ruining her family and using him to do it. And he’d made sure she wasn’t assigned to any more of his flights.

				He never wanted to feel that pain again.

				He didn’t want his brother to feel that devastating betrayal, either.

				“Scott, please,” his mother said, interrupting his thoughts.

				He released a deep breath. If he agreed, there was still time to convince Liz to tell Derek the truth...or he would. He could go along with this for now, but ultimately, he refused to let his brother get married without knowing the truth. Then if he still wanted to marry Liz? Fine.

				Damn. He was already regretting this. “They can use the resort for the wedding, but I won’t be his best man.”

				* * *

				KATE, WEARING A BIKINI she’d purchased from the gift shop, removed the white terry-cloth robe provided by the resort and shivered in the cold mountain air before she submerged herself in the outdoor hot tub. She’d seen it on the wraparound deck from her third-floor window, and she’d waited for a nauseating couple to vacate so she could enjoy it without watching the two make out in front of her. Despite her “I believe in happy-ever-after” facade, the sight of a new couple made her cringe.

				She’d once been that oblivious to the harsh reality of relationships. She’d thought she could have it all—the successful career, the loving husband, the two and a half kids and loyal dog. Then her dreams were shattered.

				The steam rising from the tub held the faintest smell of eucalyptus and jasmine, and the jets hitting her lower back were exactly what she needed. The tense drive up the mountain had left her muscles aching. Positioning her towel behind her head, she sank lower in the water, closed her eyes and rested against the edge. She could stay there all night.

				In fact, if she was so inclined to spend time in the mountains—she wasn’t—this would be a great place to stay. After getting off the phone with Liz, who confirmed the venue was a go, she’d checked in and then toured the facilities. The grand ballroom was the perfect size. It could easily accommodate the guest list of almost three hundred. She was already envisioning the ceremony being held near the floor-to-ceiling windows with the view of the mountains. The reception would be held in the same space with tables set up for dining, later removed for dancing. She’d loved that the decor of the ballroom was dark wood—not horrible wood paneling—cozy and surprisingly in great shape while boasting its original hardwood floors and rounded archways. With the right decorations and the right light streaming through the windows the day of the wedding, the place would be magnificent.

				The resort had over four hundred rooms, and a quick, friendly chat with housekeeping had revealed that they were hardly half-full. Late reservations for the wedding wouldn’t be a problem. And if all the rooms were as large and modern as her suite had unexpectedly been, the high-profile guests wouldn’t feel at all as though they were slumming it in Big Bear.

				She was impressed. With the resort, at least. Its owner could kiss her ass.

				“How’s the water?” a deep voice asked across from her.

				Opening one eye, she sighed, her relaxed muscles immediately tensing. “I was enjoying it better before you arrived.”

				“Well, I was enjoying a lot of things better before you arrived, too,” Scott said, his voice tight. “Anyway, I just wanted to let you know that I’ve changed my mind.” He coughed before continuing. “You can plan the wedding here.”

				She grinned, opening both eyes and sitting a little higher. “I know. Your mother told Liz an hour ago.” That was the only reason she was trying to relax in the hot tub instead of going another twelve rounds with him in his office.

				His eyes narrowed as he approached the edge of the hot tub. “Here’s the thing, Ms. Hartley. You can go ahead and plan a wedding here. Invite as many guests as my maximum capacity limit will allow. That doesn’t mean my brother will actually be getting married.”

				“We’ll see about that.” Clearly he had no idea who he was up against. There would be no runaway grooms on her watch. She closed her eyes again, dismissing him, but the smell of his musky cologne only continued to mix with the jasmine and eucalyptus and the smell of fresh mountain air. The combination was intoxicating. She waited to hear the deck doors open and close, but a long minute later, all she heard was the sound of water lapping.

				Opening her eyes wide, her mouth gaped. “What are you doing?”

				“Relaxing. It’s been a stressful day,” Scott said, leaning his arms out over the edges of the tub. The steam rising in front of him did absolutely nothing to hide the muscular chest and sculpted arms sticking out of the water.

				Her mouth went dry as she tried to stare only at his face. His gorgeous face with the tempting-as-hell five-o’clock shadow along the jawline. The enemy had no right to be so good-looking. “If I’m a source of stress for you, don’t you think you’d relax better elsewhere?”

				He grinned, and her stomach tightened. Any other place, any other circumstance and he’d be the best rebound fling she could hope for after Cooper. Casual sex with a hot man was just the glue she needed to piece her heart back together.

				“Actually, just knowing I’m irritating you is helping quite a lot,” he said.

				She swallowed hard and shrugged. “Who says I’m irritated? I got what I wanted.” Forcing a deep breath, she sank lower in the water, closing her eyes once more. If he thought he could intimidate her, he was wrong. She’d turn into a prune before she’d get out of this water first.

				A second later his breath was inches from her cheek. “Did you?” he murmured.

				Her heart pounded in her chest as she opened her eyes, turning slightly to face him, putting more distance between them. Only a little. She wasn’t retreating. “Absolutely.”

				His gaze dipped to her breasts in the slightly too small bikini. When an appreciative grin appeared, she sank lower to hide them. He’d given up the right to ogle her by being who he was.

				His gaze shot back to hers immediately. “Sorry, those were distracting. I didn’t hear anything you said.”

				Liz was right. This guy was an ass. And hours before, she’d actually thought he might be just the guy to get her sex life rolling again. “Tomorrow I’ll need a proper tour of the place, a meeting with the staff who will be my contacts for the rest of the planning...”

				“I’ll be your contact,” he said quickly.

				“Fantastic,” she muttered.

				He moved closer again and she tried to back away, but she’d reached the end of the tub. “You and I got off on the wrong foot. Why don’t we try again?” He stood a little higher in the tub, exposing a set of oblique muscles that were a distraction of their own.

				God, she missed oblique muscles, and strong sexy chest muscles, and bulging biceps wrapped around her. Other than the incident with Cooper the week before, she hadn’t had sex in months... That had been the trigger with Cooper. She shook her head. She couldn’t allow her lack of recent action, her loneliness or her inexplicable craving for this man to lead to another mistake.

				She nodded as she extended a hand, keeping her eyes locked on his through the steam rising from the tub. “Sounds like a good idea. We will work together and pull off a great wedding.”

				He grinned as he took her hand, and instead of shaking it, drew her into him. “I didn’t say anything about the wedding planning. I meant us.” One arm wrapped around her waist and held tight.

				Her heart echoed in her ears, and her mouth went dry. She pushed against his chest, but it was a futile attempt...or maybe she just didn’t try too hard. “My only focus is the wedding.”

				“So earlier today in my truck...there wasn’t a spark between us?” He brushed wet strands of her hair off her shoulder and pressed his lips there for a quick, gentle kiss.

				What the hell was he doing? An hour ago he’d been refusing to let her use the resort, and now his hands and lips were on her? And she wasn’t kneeing him in the nuts? “Scott, earlier in the truck, things were different...” One, he hadn’t been her nemesis, and two, she hadn’t known he’d slept with her client.

				There had to be some rules somewhere about wedding-planning etiquette... If not, maybe that should be her next book. Rule number one: don’t sleep with anyone who could potentially destroy the wedding.

				His free hand rested on her knee below the water and a second later started creeping up on her wet thigh. “Scott...what are you doing?”

				“You really are a plan girl, aren’t you? Okay, here’s the plan,” he whispered against her ear before placing several more kisses along her exposed neck.

				Her body screamed for more as her mind came up with a million reasons to put an end to things. She couldn’t possibly be doing this with him, yet here she was, waiting to hear his plan.

				“First, I’m going to kiss you...just a tempting little kiss to shut off that overactive mind...” He placed a soft kiss on her neck, demonstrating his point. “Then I’m going to lift you out of this tub and carry you into my home over there...” He nodded toward the loft cabin she’d noticed at the other end of the lodge. “Then I’m going to remove this bikini—” he tangled his fingers in the tie on the back “—and then...” He paused, his breath warm against her ear.

				She swallowed hard. Then what? A shiver of anticipation danced down her spine, and her body ached with desire, the product of pure stupidity and raw animal instinct. “Scott...” she said when he remained silent. “Then what?”

				He tilted her chin upward, forcing her to look into his eyes. “Do you really want to know?”

				She was nodding despite her better judgment.

				He released her and took a step back. “Too bad. I don’t have mind-blowing sex with women I’m doing business with,” he said, placing his hands on the edge of the tub and climbing out.

				Her cheeks flamed as she struggled to calm her thundering pulse and shaky knees. Damn him. “You have no idea what mind-blowing sex even is,” she said, forcing her tone to be cool and distant, desperate to hide the effect he’d had on her—a little too late.

				“Guess you’ll never know. Have a good evening, Ms. Hartley,” he said, grabbing his clothes and a towel as he walked away in his underwear.

				* * *

				DAMN. WHAT THE HELL had he done? Hiding his hard-on beneath his towel, he made his way to his cabin and hurried inside. His teasing had been meant to further irritate Kate, not torture the shit out of himself.

				But damn, she was the sexiest woman he’d ever wanted to dislike. His initial attraction to her in his truck had been put on ice when he’d discovered who she was and what she wanted, but seeing her in the hot tub, all business complications had gone out the window...until that smart mouth of hers had egged him on. She was getting what she wanted.

				And what did he get? A semi-hard-on and a view of her climbing out of the hot tub in that too-small bikini that put her perfect, voluptuous curves on display. He couldn’t look away as she wrapped a towel around her body, blocking his view, and slid her feet into a pair of spa flip-flops.

				He ran a hand through his hair as she disappeared inside the lodge.

				He’d been messing with her, and she’d actually shocked him with her cautious willingness. She hadn’t slapped him for the advance or tried to drown him when he’d kissed her neck.

				That beautiful, long neck...

				His thickness grew in his wet boxer briefs.

				Would she have allowed him to follow through with what he’d told her? She’d certainly been interested in hearing more...

				Well, damn, if the woman wanted more—he’d give her more. Show her that he knew exactly what mind-blowing sex was.

				He pulled on a clean shirt and left his room through the interior door. Heading for the front desk, he was relieved to see Cameron wasn’t there as he checked the reservation system. Kate Hartley—room 305. Straight on to the elevators, he stabbed the button, and less than a minute later, he was outside her door.

				He hesitated, but his cock refused to allow him to turn away now. He knocked on the door.

				The look of shock he’d anticipated wasn’t on her face when she opened it a second later. No, the look on her face was desire, lust, relief and something else he couldn’t quite determine. “Took you long enough,” she said.

				Damn her. Stalking into the room, he kicked the door closed and gripped her waist, pulling her into his chest. Her towel fell to the floor, revealing that she’d removed the bikini.

				And was now naked. He took a step back as his eyes skimmed her body. He loved the fact that she didn’t try to reach for the towel, made no move to cover herself up. Just stood there within his grasp, fully exposed and sexy as hell. “You really are infuriating,” he grumbled, bending to scoop her into his arms.

				“And you’re a pain in the ass,” she said.

				Dropping her onto the plush duvet on her bed, he fell on top of her and crushed that smart mouth with his. His damp clothes stuck to him as he traced his tongue along her bottom lip. Her lips parted, allowing him entry.

				Her lack of hesitancy, her confidence in herself and what she wanted made his desire for her grow. She was beautiful, smart, fiery and sexy as hell...and lying there completely naked, waiting for him to deliver on his promise.

				His body tensed as he broke their kiss. Suddenly his own confidence waned. Could he deliver? To her standard? Obviously, Kate Hartley accepted only the best...

				She reached for his shirt and struggled to lift it over his head. The look in her eyes when she saw his bare chest and stomach increased his confidence a little. Standing, he quickly removed his wet shorts and tossed them aside, knowing his already hard cock wouldn’t disappoint, either.

				She grinned as she crawled backward, higher onto the bed, lying back against the pillows. She crooked a finger toward him, and he covered her body with his once more. “You really don’t see a problem with this?” he asked, kicking himself for possibly putting doubt in her mind.

				“Oh, yeah, this complicates the hell out of things,” she said, pulling him down on top of her and trailing her nails down his back. “But only if we let it.”

				He nodded. She was right. It was just sex. They could be professional after this. Go back to fulfilling their own agendas. Sex didn’t have to make things awkward between two people...

				So he was justifying. His body was screaming to be inside this woman, and the way she pressed her breasts against him and opened her legs wide to wrap around him told him she was feeling the same way.

				“But this is just sex, right?” He had to be sure they were on the same page.

				She rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry. I promise I won’t fall in love with you.”

				Good enough.

				Placing his forearms on the pillow beside her head, he deepened the kiss, his tongue tangling with hers, his lips pressed against her soft, delicious mouth. The scents of eucalyptus and jasmine lingered on her damp skin and in the wet strands of hair on the pillow. She clutched his shoulders, answering his passion with her own, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been caught in a whirlwind make-out session with a stranger.

				Too long.

				He felt dizzy when he broke away and rolled them so that she was on top. He wanted to appreciate the view of her body as she straddled him. Her slim, toned, amazingly enticing body. Trailing his hands down from her shoulders, he cupped her breasts as she rocked back and forth against his cock. Her eagerness for him and the unconcealed pleasure she was getting from grinding against him brought him so close to the edge. She moaned softly as she pressed herself ever harder against him, the friction causing him to thicken even more. “You are far too sexy to be so irritating,” he said, digging his fingers into her ass.

				She laughed. “I hear that a lot.”

				Her laugh echoed in his heart, and he moved his hands to her waist, forcing her even harder onto him, increasing her back-and-forth pace against his throbbing cock. Why was he finding it so hard to resist her? He had sex. A lot.

				Okay, maybe not as often as he had before the plane crash, but he certainly wasn’t living a celibate life. Yet his body ached for her in a way he hadn’t felt in a long time. The desire to be inside her was overwhelming. “Do you have a condom?”

				She paused, staring down at him. “I didn’t even pack clothes. I jumped in my SUV and headed straight here after you hung up on me.”

				“Always so impulsive?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

				“Isn’t it obvious?” she asked.

				“Well, I didn’t think to bring one.” Honestly, even in his Tarzan plight to claim her, he hadn’t actually thought they’d be going through with this.

				She rested her hands against his chest as she swung her leg over him and sat next to him on the bed. “Gift shop?” she asked, slightly out of breath, her eyes taking in the effect her gyration had had on him.

				“Too far away,” he said sitting up and pulling her knees out from under her. Spreading her legs on the bed, he lowered his body between them. Placing his hands on her inner thighs, he ran them upward to touch her. She was wet and welcoming. So ready for him. Damn. Maybe they needed to start stocking the resort rooms with condoms.

				Kissing the inside of her right thigh, he forced slow, deep breaths. Kissing her left thigh, he forced himself to think about anything other than her gorgeous body in front of him. Baseball stats. Football plays...anything to try to slow the blood racing to the lower half of his body, but when his mouth found her folds and he tasted the slightly salty wetness there, he nearly came on the spot.

				She moaned and repeated his name as he slid a finger inside her. Continuing to lick and tease her clit, he circled his finger, applying pressure in all the right places. Pleasing a woman had never been hard for him. He loved the sounds they made when things felt just right. Craved the feeling of their thighs clenching and their interior muscles tightening around him.

				He was going to come just from the feel of the blankets beneath his cock.

				He squeezed her upper thigh with his free hand as he plunged two more fingers into her body and sucked on her clit, resisting the temptation to bite the arousing bud.

				“Oh, Scott, I’m coming,” Kate said, bending her knees and placing her hands on the back of his head, holding his mouth in place.

				She didn’t need to worry. He wasn’t stopping until he felt her throb with pleasure and heard the moan of release escape her lips.

				A second later, he was rewarded with both. Her legs trembled on either side of him as he gently eased his mouth away from her and removed his fingers. “Mind-blowing enough for you?” he asked, wiping his lips as he climbed higher on the bed.

				She reached up to cup his face and pulled him in for a kiss. Then, breaking away, she grinned as she pushed him back onto the bed. “Let me show you mind-blowing,” she said, tossing her hair to one side and straddling him so that he had a perfect view of her naked ass as she lowered her mouth to his erect cock, pulsating with anticipation of her warm, wet mouth.

				He tangled his hands in the sheets as her tongue gently flicked across the top of him, then circled the length of him. Up and down. Up and down. Torturously slow. She wasn’t touching any other part of him, and his body was going wild with the need to feel her hands on his balls and her mouth wrapped around him, swallowing his full erection. “Kate, touch me,” he croaked, taking her right hand and placing it around the base of his cock.

				The moment she squeezed, he could feel precome escape the top, and she quickly suckled it away.

				He swallowed hard as her mouth finally closed down over him and she began sucking slow, deep, purposeful while her hand slid up and down, following the motion of her mouth.

				Opening his eyes, he leaned his head forward to stare between her thighs, watching her take him in her mouth. So fucking sexy. She was smiling and embracing the act hungrily, eagerly.

				Holy shit, it was a turn-on.

				He was throbbing so hard, he wasn’t going to last. Gripping her sexy ass cheeks, he held on tight as he pushed his hips higher, forcing himself deeper into her mouth. “Kate, I’m going to come.” Like, now. It was a late warning, but she didn’t back off. Instead, she sucked harder and twirled her tongue frantically around his tip as he felt himself explode.

				The bed swirled beneath him as his body shuddered in release. “Fuck, Kate.”

				She climbed off him and lay next to him on the bed. “See? That’s how you do it.”

				He reached for her and immediately crushed her sexy little mouth with his own, still enjoying the sensations of release.

				That’s how you do it, indeed.

				* * *

				HER SEXIEST REGRET still lay sprawled across the hotel room bed, snoring softly, as she put on her boots. The man could obviously sleep through anything. She’d showered, dressed and dried her hair, and yet he hadn’t stirred. She’d been surprised when he’d stayed the night, especially since they hadn’t repeated the mistake. Instead, he’d held her and instantly fallen into a deep sleep.

				She stared at him now, knowing she should feel relief that she wouldn’t have to face him the next morning, but she’d been hoping for...what?

				She sighed. She’d get another round with him soon enough, if he insisted on being her contact for the wedding planning. She hoped most of the arrangements wouldn’t involve him. And she’d be doing just about everything from her office in LA. So she wouldn’t have to see him again for at least a month.

				Of course she’d see him at the wedding. And all the prewedding lead-up...and while overseeing the decorating and setup.

				Heat rushed through her at the thought of him in a tuxedo. Maybe they could bookend their affair with another—better prepared—all-night sex session.

				Sliding her arms into her jacket, she lifted her hair over the collar and peeked outside. The bright, early morning sun shone over the mountains and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. Frost still covered everything on the deck, but at least it wasn’t snow. She’d take her time and make her way carefully back to safe, dry roads.

				Pausing by the bed, she looked at Scott. Should she wake him? She glanced at the clock. She didn’t have to rush back to LA.

				She shook her head. The night before had been impulsive, spontaneous and exactly what she’d needed. There would be no way to recapture the same intense, caution-to-the-wind experience with him again that morning.

				Instead, she picked up a piece of paper and a resort pen and left him a note. Then, grinning, she slipped out of the room quietly, wishing she could be a fly on the wall once he woke up and read it.
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				“KATE, YOU HAVE a call on line one,” Janet said over the intercom the following afternoon.

				“Please take a message.” She paused. “Unless it’s one of the Kardashians...”

				“It’s not.”

				“Well, then I’m busy,” she said, hating to ignore the call. She needed all the business she could get, but this last-minute wedding from hell was going to demand all of her time that month if she had any hope of pulling off a five-star wedding for the A-list couple.

				While dealing with their arrogant, cocky roadblock of a relative.

				Who’d given her the best orgasm she’d had...probably forever. The way his mouth and hands had expertly explored her body, making her shiver with anticipation and desire, had been exactly what she’d needed to ease the tension of the day. Of course, he’d never know that.

				“It’s Hayley,” Janet said.

				Kate still hesitated. A week before, she’d been hounding her future sister-in-law—four months engaged and happily in love—to make a decision about her own wedding plans, encouraging her to do it soon. Kate was desperate to plan her brother’s wedding and be done with it. Every time she saw her brother and Hayley, the reminder of how they’d met in Maui the week of her own wedding taunted her. At least something good had come out of that disaster, she reminded herself, reaching for the phone. “Hi, Hayley.”

				The sound of wind in the background was a dead giveaway that she was on speakerphone in Hayley’s convertible. “Good news. Chase and I set a date.”

				Kate held her breath. Say next year, say next year... A Christmas wedding could work, even...nothing sooner.

				“We want a fall wedding,” she said.

				Crap. Early December was still technically fall, right? “Like November, Decemberish?”

				Hayley laughed. “No one gets married in November. No, we were thinking late September, once the weather starts to get cooler.”

				Five months. They’d need to decide on invites and a guest list that week to make that timeline work. Looking at her long to-do list for the Sheffield-Dillon wedding, she shook her head. “No way...sorry, Hayley, that’s too soon. I just landed that big account I told you about, and they want a Memorial Day wedding in Big Bear.” She rested her head in her hand on the desk, ignoring the voice saying she was never going to pull this off. She forced a breath. They had a venue. That was the biggest hurdle.

				An image of Scott’s naked body flashed in her mind. A big, sexy hurdle, one she’d crossed...straddled...kissed... She swallowed hard.

				“Brr—Big Bear? Really?”

				“Tell me about it. Anyway, can we maybe think about a winter wedding?”

				“No problem at all,” Hayley answered quickly and a little too chirpily.

				Kate sighed. What was she doing? There was no way she could ask Hayley and Chase to push back their wedding. They were family. Besides, her brother was already panicking that Hayley would pull a Cooper at the last minute. After all, she was a divorce attorney whose own parents’ divorce had wrecked her dreams of happily-ever-after. She’d never wanted to get married until she’d met Chase. Her quick agreement to delaying the wedding wasn’t promising. “Actually, no, you know what—we can make this happen. September, it is...”

				“Really, Kate, it’s okay. If you’re too busy...”

				“Nope.” She opened her calendar and flipped to September. “The long weekend isn’t a good idea, as people are out of town... How about the twenty-second?”

				“Sounds great!”

				“Perfect. I’m so happy you two have finally committed to a date.” Truly, she was. Even though her never-going-to-settle-down brother was getting married before her. She pushed the thoughts away. “We can go over all the details...” When? When would she possibly have time? She had to make time. “We should do this soon...maybe later today?” Which was one day less to get everything done for the Big Bear event. She’d need to hustle. That was fine—she worked better under pressure.

				“Okay...if you’re sure?”

				“Definitely,” she said, forcing enthusiasm into her voice. She didn’t need to sleep for a month, right? And being busy was good. She’d missed being busy. At least she didn’t have to worry about Hayley turning into a bridezilla. Her brother’s fiancée might be agreeing to marriage, but Kate knew wedding planning would give Hayley indigestion. She’d be an easy-to-please bride.

				“Today works great. I’ll stop by your office this afternoon. ’Bye, Kate.”

				Hanging up the receiver, Kate worked through her to-do list. The catering for the wedding would be handled by the resort’s restaurant, so she would just need to finalize the menu. She’d received the guest list from Liz that morning and had forwarded it to Scott’s personal email account after she’d obtained the address from the resort desk clerk.

				She shook her head. Not even a proper business email account.

				As if he’d heard her thoughts a hundred miles away, his email appeared in her inbox. Her eyes narrowed. Even the sight of his name had her pulse racing. Sexual frustration, still? She let out a deep sigh. After their night together, she’d been hoping her crazy attraction to him would fade a little. He was just an arrogant jerk, related to one of her wedding clients, who should have stayed on her Do-Not-Do list. The images distracting her all day could stop at any time.

				She opened the email and read the single line.

				You have too many guests—maximum capacity for the Woodland Ballroom is 287.

				A quick glance at the list confirmed 289. Seriously? He was back to playing the annoyance card.

				She bit her lip, trying to read more into the words. Was he regretting their night together? Was he annoyed that she’d left without saying goodbye? She wondered if he’d found her note.

				She squared her shoulders as she sat forward. None of that mattered. She had a wedding to plan and her career to save.

				Her fingers flew over the keyboard as she typed. Show this guy how a professional work email was supposed to look.

				Dear Mr. Dillon,

				Thank you for responding to my email so quickly. I understand the Woodland Ballroom’s maximum capacity regulations, and my client and I are happy to reduce the numbers accordingly. Please count me as staff and count yourself uninvited, and that should solve the problem.

				Sincerely,

				Kate Hartley

				She smiled as she hit Send. Okay, so maybe it wasn’t exactly professional...

				* * *

				SCOTT LAUGHED OUT loud as he read the quick reply from Kate. Damn it, she was awesome. And damn his brother and Liz for making her off-limits, someone he couldn’t lose his head around. At least, not again.

				Dealing with Kate Hartley was going to require strategy, well-planned moves and as few thoughts about her naked as his single-minded manhood would allow. Which was proving impossible. He still couldn’t believe how uninhibited she’d been. So open, willing and by far the best impulsive sex he’d had in...a long time.

				He tapped his fingers against his desk and leaned back in his seat. A memory of the plane crash—or more accurately, the night after—came to mind.

				Working for Airways Travel had been a dream come true for him. Fascinated with planes and with flying from a young age, Scott had always wanted to become a commercial pilot. Unlike his brother, he hadn’t been drawn to the bright lights of Hollywood, loving his small-town life in Big Bear. But he’d definitely wanted to see and experience everything the world had to offer. Flying tourists to beautiful, exotic vacation spots was the perfect life. He’d spent his days off visiting the beaches of Bora Bora and Greece, all while making a comfortable bachelor living. It had been exactly what he’d wanted.

				Six years in and one mechanical failure had changed everything for him.

				He’d felt great that day as they’d hit thirty thousand feet, flying over the Caribbean Sea on the way to the Mayan Riviera. His copilot was a friend from the academy, and they’d chatted as the plane flew the plotted course over the pristine waters below. Weather conditions were favorable, and there were no reported storms in the Mexico area.

				Smooth sailing.

				The plane had started its descent, his copilot had left the cockpit for a bathroom break and he was lowering the aircraft over the ocean toward the Cancún International Airport.

				Ten thousand feet above the ground, the warning light appeared on the flight control panel, signaling a problem with the pitch trim compensator for the horizontal stabilizer.

				The plane’s nose shifted abruptly downward and the altitude drop was severe.

				Thank God, it had happened during the descent, so the seat belt sign had been turned on. A drop like that could have caused severe injuries to passengers.

				His heart had raced and he’d switched to manual controls immediately, knowing the compensator couldn’t be trusted to modify the trim to get them back under control. They were descending far too fast, at far too sharp an angle.

				A flight attendant entered, a forced calm expression on her face. “What do I do, sir?”

				“Keep everyone calm. Get Captain Geer.”

				Eight thousand feet and steadily declining, picking up speed as they lost altitude.

				Fuck. The Cancún airstrip was too far away, and there was no time to change course to make it to Cozumel. Landing anywhere other than the water as close to the beach as possible would be certain death. Civilian safety on the ground was as much a priority as on the aircraft, and he surveyed the area for an undeveloped section of beach, away from tourists.

				Redirecting their course, he radioed the tower. “Airways Travel flight A546 experiencing a malfunctioning stabilizer. Emergency landing procedures initiated.”

				Static on the other end told him his radio controls were out.

				“Captain Geer hit his head when the plane lost altitude. He’s unresponsive, sir,” the attendant said, returning to the cockpit, holding tight to the door.

				Shit. He was on his own. “Keep everyone calm. Get the bathroom door open and see if there’s a medic to assist Captain Geer,” he said, scanning the control panel.

				The pitch trim compensator was extended too far, as the plane’s speed had slowed during landing and there was no way to reduce the effect.

				Four thousand feet.

				The beach was in sight.

				Scott increased pressure on the yoke, allowing the nose to pitch up slightly, trying to slow the acceleration as the landing gear dropped.

				He swallowed hard and readjusted the stabilizers even more as they dived lower and lower.

				Waves crashed against the golden sand a thousand feet below them as the plane steadied.

				This had to work or they were all dead.

				As the plane skimmed the surface of the water with hard bumps along the waves, he held his breath. They were traveling too fast. Trees, rocks, sand all too dangerous to hit... He pulled on the brake and shut his eyes, knowing the rest was out of his hands.

				They hit the ground hard, and he, despite his seat belt, flew forward, struggling to brace himself as the plane crashed against sand, barreling along at speeds of over four hundred miles an hour.

				A surge of relief made him nauseous as the plane stopped just inches from the tree line. Immediately, sirens blared. Local emergency services must have seen the aircraft from a distance. He took a deep breath and prepared for next steps, getting everyone off as quickly and safely as possible. His control panel was illuminated with damage alerts, and he could see they were leaking fuel. The plane could go up in flames at any minute. Releasing the locks on the emergency exits, he grabbed the communicator. “Hello, everyone. Please continue to remain calm. As you can see, we’ve landed a little off our destination. Damn GPS.” His attempt at a joke surprisingly came out sounding relaxed and confident.

				It was good the passengers couldn’t see his ashen, ghostlike coloring and the uncontrollable shaking of his hands. He’d just saved the lives of 228 people, but the day from hell was far from over. “Please proceed quickly but cautiously to your nearest emergency exit. Flight attendants, please assist the passengers to a safe distance from the aircraft. Muster point will be the...” He scanned the area. “The palm tree closest the mountain to the right.”

				Damn. This was insane. An unauthorized emergency landing without any safety protocols or communication with a tower.

				He needed to pull it together. Lives were still depending on him.

				Opening the cockpit door, he watched as people escaped through the emergency exits. Several injured people who still sat in their seats became his priority. He helped an elderly gentleman to the door, giving him his jacket to hold to the bleeding gash above his left eye. Then he assisted a woman and her two terrified kids to the front of the plane, where a flight attendant helped them slide down the big yellow inflatable slide to safety on the sand.

				Going back into the plane, he noticed the gorgeous blond-haired woman he’d had the pleasure of meeting in the airport restaurant hours before bent over in her seat. He’d been planning on looking for her during his twenty-four-hour layover in the Riviera, but this wasn’t the way he’d envisioned things. Her sobs were so soft, he’d barely heard them. She was folded over, barely visible in her window seat, and he could see her body shaking violently. She was in shock.

				“Hey, hello?” he said, leaning over the middle seat and touching her shoulder gently.

				Her head snapped up and wide-eyed panic registered on her pretty, tearstained face.

				“You’re okay. We’re on the ground. But we need to get you off this plane.”

				She shook her head.

				“Can I lift you?”

				“No!” She clutched the seat armrests.

				He scanned the seats around them, looking for the girlfriends she’d been traveling with. Nowhere in sight. Nice friends. “The plane is no longer safe. We need to evacuate right away.”

				New tears streamed down her face.

				“Just give me your hand and I’ll help you, okay? I promise, you’ll be all right,” he said.

				She looked at him, and in her expression he saw such trust, such vulnerability, it made it hard to breathe. “Okay,” she whispered, taking his hand.

				Leading her quickly to the door, he said, “Okay. I just need to check the plane once more...”

				“I’m not leaving you,” she said, panicked once more.

				Damn.

				“Everyone’s out, sir,” the last flight attendant said as she exited the plane.

				He nodded, scanning again quickly before leading the blonde to safety.

				Eight hours later, emergency rescue services had taken the injured to local hospitals and arranged for transportation for the others to their destination hotels. Thank God, most were tired, cold and hungry but otherwise unhurt. Fourteen passengers had sustained injuries, none life threatening. The woman, Liz, was still clutching his hand and as his own late-onset shock set in, he hadn’t wanted her to let go.

				Authorities on-site questioned him over and over and reassured him he was a hero. His quick thinking and skills had saved the lives of everyone on board, but he was numb, the reality of the situation not sinking in. Shook up and coming down from an adrenaline-induced high, he was feeling disoriented and in no state of mind to be alone.

				He’d gone with Liz to her resort, and they’d headed straight to the lobby bar for an escape. She was still shaking when she’d clinked her glass—straight vodka and ice—against his. “Thank you for saving my life.”

				The words meant nothing to him, as he’d yet to grip the reality of it all. But the look in her eyes said that she was offering more than just a drink in thanks, and right then, he was looking for any method of escape. Needing, wanting to feel alive yet desperate to quiet his frantic mind as thoughts raced through it. What if he hadn’t been able to land the plane safely? What if more people had been injured beyond cuts and bruises?

				He knew he should have just accepted a drink or two, then left her to find her friends and salvage as much of a vacation as they could before having to brave a flight home after their traumatic experience.

				He didn’t have to have sex with her.

				Or maybe he did. The stress and chaos of the day, combined with the instant, trauma-induced connection and bond between them, made the idea of calling it a night and leaving her nearly impossible. By midnight they were back at his complimentary suite at the resort that had come at too high a cost.

				Shutting the door, she immediately wrapped her long arms around his neck, backing him up against it. Her lips on his had been eager, determined and slightly desperate. The taste of alcohol on her breath made him pause. Taking advantage of drunk, vulnerable women was never his MO, but that evening he knew they were both reaching out for anything that might make them feel better, erase the terrifying thoughts from their minds and help them get through the night.

				Still, he needed to make sure she wouldn’t regret this decision. She had enough to deal with. They both did. “Hey,” he’d said, moving away from her. “Let’s slow it down, okay?”

				She’d pouted. “You don’t want me?”

				The tightening of his pants around his cock should have told her otherwise. “Of course I do...but let’s sit...get to know one another...”

				She’d lifted her tank top over her head, exposing her bare breasts to him, and once again wrapped herself around him. “I don’t need to know you. You saved my life today, and now I need to feel alive.”

				He’d asked no more questions, taking her then, giving in to their mutual need to feel, touch, appreciate this second chance at life.

				The sex had been raw, impulsive, an escape from the torturous thoughts and images plaguing him. No-strings-attached sex between two survivors who’d needed one another to cope with what had happened that day.

				Then a call from his brother while Liz had lain sleeping on the bed next to him had knocked him on his ass. “I just saw the news—you okay?”

				Damn. He should have known the media would have broadcast this all over the world by now. He hoped his parents hadn’t seen it yet. “I’m fine.”

				“They’re saying that landing was impossible.”

				“Obviously not,” he muttered, reluctantly turning on the hotel television to the local news station and muting the volume so as not to wake Liz. The last thing she needed to see were images of the crash being shown on repeat. His stomach turned as he watched a cell phone video that someone had captured of the plane hitting the water. Glancing at his chest, he touched the dark bruising the seat belt had left there from the impact. It could have been so much worse.

				“They are calling you the Pilot Angel,” Derek said.

				He leaned his forehead in his hand, trying to steady the room from spinning. He turned off the television. “Hey, Derek, call Mom and Dad and make sure they hear that I’m fine before they see this shit on TV, okay?”

				“You should call them,” he said.

				“Just do this for me, okay?” He was too shaken to make the call himself.

				“Okay...sure. Listen, I’m kinda freaking out a little. A woman I’ve been seeing was flying to Mexico today. I’m not sure which flight, though...”

				Scott’s heart raced.

				“I mean, there’re dozens of flights headed to the Riviera daily, right?”

				“What was her name?” he asked, feeling his mouth go dry. There weren’t dozens. There were two. His morning flight and a later evening flight. And he and Derek had the same taste in women.

				“Liz. Liz Sheffield... You wouldn’t know if she was on it, would you? I’ve been calling her cell, but she’s not picking up.”

				Because her cell was lost on the beach, along with the belongings of 228 passengers and crew...scattered among the plane debris. He climbed out of bed quickly, needing to put space between himself and... Liz. His head ached and he couldn’t quite grasp the situation. He’d just slept with his brother’s new girlfriend? After he’d saved her life?

				Then another sickening realization hit—he’d once again been the catalyst for a woman’s cheating. But this time, it was so much worse.

				“Scott?”

				“I’m here. Um, yeah, man, she was on the flight.”

				“Shit. Is she okay?” Panic had entered his brother’s tone. “Do you know where she is? How do I reach her?”

				A wave of guilt washed over him as he glanced at her, sleeping. Fuck. “She’s fine. I’m sure you’ll hear from her soon,” he said.

				“Thank God. I’m thinking about asking her to marry me.”

				Scott couldn’t remember the rest of the call. He’d gathered his things and in a confused, conflicted state, he’d left the resort and headed to the airport.

				He’d tried avoiding his brother, hoping Derek’s relationship with Liz would end quickly. It didn’t. Then he’d hoped that she’d confess what had happened to Derek. She didn’t. And Derek’s obsession with the two of them having been on the same plane and the fact that Scott had saved Liz’s life had made him retreat for months. The idea that he was turning into the guy he hated most, the playboy who slept with unavailable women, made him ill. He wasn’t that guy. Derek had finally realized that it wasn’t a topic either Scott or Liz wanted to discuss, so he’d let it drop.

				And now he was supposed to just stand there and watch his brother make a huge mistake. No doubt he’d have a front-row seat if Derek asked him to be the best man. He suspected that was the reason his brother had been calling him all day—the same reason he hadn’t answered. Leaning forward, he hit Reply on the email.

				Dear Ms. Hartley,

				As much as I would love to remove myself from the guest list, I think my brother would be annoyed to lose his best man—don’t you?

				Hitting Send, he sat back and waited.

				Her reply was once again instantaneous. You’re not the best man.

				* * *

				“MORE COFFEE?” HAYLEY ASKED, standing from where she’d sprawled on the floor by the coffee table in Kate’s office. What had been intended as a quick late-afternoon meeting to decide on wedding invitations, a guest list and a venue had drifted into hours of planning. So far they’d finalized the guest list...though Hayley was still on the fence about inviting her father’s latest girlfriend and had narrowed the invites down to three options. All so similar in design, Kate was ready to tear her hair out. She hadn’t expected Ms. Noncommitment to be this fussy.

				She started to say no to the caffeine, knowing she didn’t need any more help feeling jittery and on edge, but as her landlord’s number flashed on her screen for the third time that day, she nodded toward the minifridge under the coffeemaker. “Forget coffee, it’s after three—there’s wine in there and it has to be happy hour somewhere.” She’d sent a check to cover one of the delinquent months, but she was still behind by two. She wouldn’t be able to catch up without securing at least three new weddings and collecting deposits.

				Hayley and Chase’s wedding didn’t count. She didn’t charge family.

				Hayley’s quick eyes darted to her ringing cell phone before she could send the call away. “Kelsey Properties? Are you avoiding your landlord?”

				Kate shrugged, waving her hand. “Nah, it’s nothing...” She knew her brother and his fiancée were worried about her since the failed wedding, and suspected her lack of clients. She tried to reassure everyone that things were fine, but they saw right through her.

				“Kate, if you need...anything, Chase and I are here to help,” Hayley said, opening the wine.

				“Everything is fine, really.” Or at least she hoped it would be once the Sheffield-Dillon wedding hit the pages of lifestyle magazines. Liz had told her that she had several friends interested in Kate’s services, and despite the already crunched deadline for this wedding, Kate was wishing it was sooner. The faster she could prove to Liz’s friends that she was still the best wedding planner for their special day, the better.

				“I want to pay you for your services.”

				Kate shook her head. “No way. This is my wedding gift to you both.” Chase had raised Kate and their other two brothers after their parents had died in a car fire when the four of them were just teenagers. She owed Chase so much more than planning his wedding.

				“Okay, well, don’t hesitate to ask if you do need anything,” Hayley said, handing her the glass of merlot.

				“You’re not drinking?” Kate said.

				“I have court early tomorrow morning,” she said.

				Kate hesitated before taking a sip. She had an early morning as well, but when her cell rang again and she glanced at the caller ID, she took a big gulp.

				“Kate, why is Cooper calling you?” Hayley asked, seeing the number on the display.

				“I don’t know,” she said, exasperated, sending the call away. It was true. She had no idea why he hadn’t yet taken the hint that she didn’t want to speak to him. Avoiding his calls and texts and emails for ten days should have said it quite clearly.

				“Have you spoken to him since...Maui?” Hayley asked, pouring more coffee for herself.

				Kate looked away, focusing her attention on the invitations. She fingered the filigree design on one of them. “Um...” Her shrug was noncommittal. Just lie and say no. It wasn’t like she was ever going to see him again, but Hayley’s penetrating lawyer gaze would see through the lie. “He picked up some stuff from the garage.”

				Hayley sat next to her on the floor. “Were you home?”

				Home. Drunk. And lonely. “Yeah...it wasn’t a big deal,” she said, taking a sip of her wine.

				“Oh, shit, Kate—you slept with him.”

				Kate sighed. “It was nothing. I made a stupid judgment call.” In fact, she’d made several over the last week, and damned if she didn’t find herself wishing that it was Scott calling and texting for a repeat...not her ex. “He won’t stop calling and texting me,” she said, shaking the phone as a message appeared. She deleted it without reading it.

				“What do you expect? You totally gave him false hope,” Hayley said, tucking her legs under her. “And after I got a criminal record for kneeing a police officer.”

				Cooper had made the mistake of pulling Hayley over after the called-off wedding. “Can we stop talking about this?”

				“Yes, but try not to forget that this guy left you at the altar, almost ruined your business and now has the nerve to try to get you back. And honestly, the fact that he’s still harassing you worries me a little. Chase said he’s been an ass at work lately, too...” She looked worried.

				Chase worked on the same police force as Cooper, and at one time the two had been partners. Chase had never really liked Kate’s ex, and after the failed wedding, things at work hadn’t exactly been smooth between the two. Cooper had been transferred to a different division, but that didn’t alleviate the awkwardness between the two men. Kate knew her brother would have something to say if he thought Cooper was still bothering her. “Let’s not mention any of this to Chase.”

				Hayley nodded, looking reluctant. “Okay, but forget him, Kate. You deserve a lot better than Cooper Jennings.”

				She knew that, and it wasn’t Cooper on her mind. It was another sexy guy with chiseled abs and strong, muscular arms who had her tossing and turning at night. “It won’t happen again, I promise. It was stupid, but I’m only human. I’m allowed to make mistakes.”

				Hayley stared at her. “Mistakes? As in it happened more than once?”

				Sigh. “Not more than once with Cooper.” There was no point backtracking. Hayley was like a dog with a bone; she wouldn’t let up on this until Kate spilled everything.

				Hayley shut the invitation design book and leaned closer. “Who else have you slept with? Are you seeing someone?”

				She took another gulp of wine and shook her head. “Not exactly. He’s the owner of the venue for the wedding I told you about in Big Bear—the groom’s brother.”

				Hayley’s eyes widened. “A stranger? Family of a client and someone who could ultimately interfere with your career?”

				Kate pointed a finger at her. “You can’t judge.” Hayley had practically sacrificed her own career by following her heart with Chase.

				Not that Kate’s situation was even close. She wasn’t falling for Scott.

				Her friend nodded slowly. “You’re right. I’m not. I’m just surprised.” She eyed her. “Is it going to happen again—with this Big Bear guy, I mean?”

				Kate shook her head a little too fast. “No. It was definitely a onetime, impulsive thing. Believe me, this guy is much more trouble than he’s worth.”

				“Aren’t they all?” Hayley said. “But especially Cooper. Kate, whatever you do, just stay away from him. There’s something about him that totally freaks me out,” she said, the worried expression back.

				“You have nothing to worry about.” Cooper Jennings was the last man on her mind.
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				LATER THAT EVENING, Scott paced his
					living room, cell phone in hand.

				How could he not be the best man? He was the brother of the
					groom—didn’t that automatically put him in that position? Not that he wanted the
					customary duties and responsibilities that went along with it...except maybe
					planning the bachelor party... He shook his head. What the hell was wrong with
					him? There wasn’t going to be a bachelor party if he could help it. He planned
					to stop this wedding long before that.

				Like now.

				He dialed his brother’s number. Three rings, then his brother’s
					curt tone said, “Scott, I’ll have to call you back. I’m in the middle of
					directing a scene.” Silence.

				Scott tossed the phone onto the sofa and went to the fridge.
					Grabbing a beer, he stepped out onto his deck, breathing in the cold mountain
					air. He loved the mountains, loved living in Big Bear, away from the craziness
					of big-city life. That stressful, fast-paced, bright-lights lifestyle might suit
					his brother, but he preferred things at a relaxed speed. They’d always been so
					different.

				Growing up, Derek was the overachiever, graduating high school
					two years early because he’d skipped two grades. Scott had graduated a year
					late, having failed the ninth grade and barely gotten by with teachers who
					preferred to push children through the system, ready or not.

				“Why can’t you try harder, like Derek?” was the clichéd,
					after-school-special-type lecture he’d receive from his dad each time a failed
					test was found weeks later hidden in his backpack or a desk drawer.

				But he hadn’t cared about school, not the way Derek had, and
					after a while, he’d also stopped caring about trying to impress his dad. He
					could never live up to the standard his brother had put in place, so he hadn’t
					bothered to try.

				Their differences went further than just academic success.
					Derek liked to golf and play tennis, while Scott preferred football and hockey.
					Derek enjoyed chart-topping hip-hop, where Scott preferred country. Derek wore
					Armani suits and drove a Jaguar convertible, while Scott liked his jeans and
					truck just fine.

				So how had two men so completely opposite to each other fallen
					into bed with the same woman?

				Fate was a cruel mistress, that was how.

				Derek’s ringtone sounded from inside, and Scott went back in.
					“Hey, Mr. Big Shot. That only took ten minutes—must be some kind of record.”
					Usually when his brother said, “I’ll call you back,” he’d have at least a week
					to wait by the phone. With the confession he had to make, he almost wished there
					had been the usual delay.

				“Hold for Mr. Dillon,” a female voice said.

				His brother had someone dialing numbers for him now? No wonder
					they’d hired someone to plan their wedding. Derek and Liz were brilliant in
					their respective careers, but their focus was so narrow that anything else—like
					everyday living—was beyond their scope of capability. He was fairly certain his
					brother hadn’t cooked a meal or ironed a shirt...ever. Their mother had babied
					them both when they lived at home, and Derek had hired a housekeeper before his
					first movie was a success. Scott could never be that dependent on others.

				“Hey, Scott,” Derek said a moment later.

				“Your assistant sounded hot,” he said, taking a swig of beer,
					delaying the reason for the call while summoning liquid courage.

				“That was my assistant’s assistant,” he said.

				“Right. Of course.” How many people did it take to make a phone
					call in Hollywood?

				“What’s this I hear about you giving the wedding planner a hard
					time?”

				At the mention of Kate, his mouth felt like chalk. She’d been
					on his mind far too much for comfort. Every time a call came into the resort for
					him, he’d found himself hoping it was her. Which was more than a little stupid.
					This insane attraction to her had to stop. “You spoke to her?”

				“No. I spoke to Mom.”

				He frowned. “Really? When?”

				“This morning. I talk to Mom and Dad every morning.”

				He did? That was a bit much. Scott lived in the same town as
					their parents and he called once a week, twice at most. Then again, Derek had
					always been more of a mama’s boy. “You talk to them every morning, yet you and I
					talk every six months?” He wished he were closer to his brother, but since the
					crash, he felt uncomfortable around him, keeping such a huge secret. He hated
					that it was a wedge between them.

				“I know you’re not returning my call so that I can crap on you
					about the wedding planner, so what do you need, Scott?”

				Scott set the half-finished beer on the table and collapsed
					onto his sofa, his eagerness to come clean evaporating slowly. “Who says I need
					something? You called me. I’m calling you back.” But his brother was right. If
					it was a lecture he wanted to give him, he could shove it. Had his brother even
					met Kate? If he had, he’d realize that she didn’t need anyone coming to her
					defense.

				“Is it money?”

				“I haven’t needed money from you in a long time, Derek.” He
					rested his head against the cushions, regretting the call. He couldn’t do this
					by phone. Hell, he’d had plenty of chances over the last two years to tell him
					face-to-face and he’d chickened out, falling back on his excuse that Liz was the
					real one at fault, therefore she should be the one to tell Derek. But time was
					running out, and his brother deserved to know the truth.

				If only he could shake the nagging feeling that somehow he’d be
					blamed for what happened. His reputation as the playboy in the family would be
					enough to incriminate him. When he’d confessed to his family about Amy, he’d
					seen the looks on their faces. No one believed he’d been the innocent one,
					unaware that she’d been cheating on her husband. And they wouldn’t believe it
					now. Liz would be off the hook and he’d be the asshole who tried to hurt his
					brother, tried to ruin his perfect relationship.

				“Are Mom and Dad okay?” Derek asked when he was silent.

				“Why are you asking me? You would know better than I would,
					seeing as how you talk every day.”

				“Scott, I have three minutes before I’m needed back on
					set—what’s up?” His brother might have given him three minutes, but his
					distracted tone suggested he’d already stopped listening. He heard him cover the
					phone and say something to someone on set.

				He hesitated, then, remembering Kate’s email, he said, “I was
					just wondering if there was something I could do...with the wedding stuff? If
					you needed me to take care of anything...” What the hell was wrong with him?
					Offering to help plan a wedding he was intent on sabotaging?

				“Actually, there is.”

				“Really?” He sat forward. Kate must have been mistaken, and he
					hated the sense of relief he felt. The two brothers might not be close in the
					traditional sense, but of course Derek would want him next to him on his wedding
					day...not that he was going to let the wedding happen. True, his feelings had
					been hurt at the thought of not being best man, but the real reason he wanted
					the role was to get close enough to Derek to talk some sense into him before the
					big day. “Name it.”

				“Stop harassing the wedding planner and let her do her
					job.”

				Right. “You got it,” he said with absolutely no intent on
					delivering on the promise. As he disconnected the call, he reached into his
					pocket and retrieved the note Kate had left as her only goodbye. He’d been
					carrying the brief yet loaded message around all day. Reading it again, he
					grinned.

				I’d rate your hotel four-and-a-half stars, but unfortunately
					you’re undiscoverable online.

				Four-and-a-half stars. That just wouldn’t do.

				* * *

				TO HER SURPRISE, the rest of the
					week passed with relative ease, but instead of feeling relief, Kate felt a heavy
					feeling of doom like a storm cloud above her head ready to break open. Whenever
					things were going well, she couldn’t help but expect the bottom to drop out of
					that dark metaphorical cloud, drowning her plans.

				Scott Dillon had suddenly become cooperative, sending her the
					catering menu and staff roster. Going above and beyond, he’d also provided her a
					list of local florists, bakeries and limo services and offered his assistance
					wherever else she might need it.

				Of course she’d already contacted the resort’s restaurant
					directly for the menu and roster the week before. And she’d already ordered the
					flowers from Studio Bloom, a high-end boutique florist in LA that promised to
					deliver them to Big Bear the day before the ceremony. The cake was a wedding
					gift from an industry friend who’d enlisted the culinary skills of the best
					pastry chef in LA. Liz simply had to decide on the flavor. And the lucky bride
					and groom required something a little more impressive than a limo. A helicopter
					had been chartered to bring them back to LA, where they were catching a red-eye
					flight to Fiji for a quick honeymoon before Derek was scheduled to start filming
					his next movie.

				But still, Scott’s resolve was a good sign. She took it to mean
					that he was on board with the wedding, and she didn’t care what had caused the
					change of heart, as long as he wasn’t going to prevent her from doing her
					job.

				She kicked her feet free of her stilettos and tucked one leg
					under her on her chair as she opened her email. Only six new ones from Cooper
					that day—better than yesterday’s eight. Selecting each of them, she hit Delete
					and watched with satisfaction and not the least bit of curiosity as they all
					disappeared into her trash folder.

				“Kate, I have a Mr. Dillon here to see you.” Janet’s voice made
					her jump, and she quickly minimized her email.

				“Mr. Dillon?” Derek had been very clear that he was leaving all
					of the wedding planning in his fiancée’s capable hands. He said all he wanted to
					know was where to stand the day of the wedding. That had been fine with Kate.
					Very few couples were one the same page when it came to discussing details, and
					the bride always won anyway.

				“Should I send him in?” Janet asked.

				“Of course,” she said, sliding her feet back into her shoes.
					Reaching for their folder, she opened it on her desk. She scanned the selection
					of bridesmaid dress fabric samples she’d added the day before and wondered if
					maybe she should hide it until Liz had a chance to see it first. It was one of
					the final decisions they needed to make, then Kate would get the women’s
					measurements sent to La Jolie Designs to have the strapless, floor-length,
					any-figure-flattering dresses made in time.

				She tucked them in the back of the folder as the door opened,
					and she looked up with a bright smile that died immediately. “Scott?”

				“You were expecting Derek?” he said with a smirk.

				“Well, he is the groom of the wedding I’m planning,” she said,
					tightly. She hated that just the sight of him made her pulse race. Her spacious
					office seemed to shrink with him in it, and she hated the feeling of being
					caught at a disadvantage. She couldn’t afford to let her guard down around
					him.

				“Not if I can help it,” he muttered as he sat.

				So they weren’t on the same side.
					There it was—the dreaded rain cloud, personified in the man sitting across from
					her. He looked even more gorgeous than she’d allowed herself to remember,
					wearing a pair of faded jeans and a button-down plaid shirt, open at the collar
					and rolled at the sleeves, an LA Dodgers baseball cap covering his dark
					hair.

				Normally, she didn’t like guys in baseball caps—they looked
					immature, unprofessional—but damn if he had her rethinking her prejudice. “Let
					me guess. You need a wedding planner?” She didn’t for a second believe that
					Scott Dillon would ever tie himself to one woman. In fact, it would almost be a
					shame if he did. Bid Bear would lose one of its major draws. But she wasn’t
					eager to hear his real reason for visiting.

				“I’m afraid not. I’ve yet to meet a woman who could handle all
					of this awesomeness,” he said, his smile wide as he gestured to the body she’d
					fantasized about more often that week than she’d ever admit.

				Her gaze fell to his crotch as he folded one leg over his other
					knee, and she felt heat creep up her neck under her pale pink satin blouse. “So
					why are you in my office?”

				He scanned it slowly. “It’s a great office.” He nodded
					appreciatively. “Makes mine look like a storage closet.”

				“Yes, it does.”

				“How long have you been running your own business?” he asked,
					folding his fingers behind his head as he leaned back in the chair. The fabric
					of his shirt strained at his biceps, and she uncrossed and recrossed her legs,
					feeling more uncomfortable the more comfortable he got.

				Obviously he meant to stay and chat, but she needed him to get
					to the point and get out of her office. Their one night together, as incredible
					as it had been, was as far as she could let this go. Trust came slowly to her
					these days, and a mountain playboy was not someone she wanted to try her
					flimsily pieced-together heart out with. The man was thirty years old, had never
					been married, lived in his resort and had had impulsive sex with her, a
					stranger. She cleared her throat. “Since graduating college. Look, Scott, I
					don’t mean to be rude, but I’m really busy. What do you want?”

				“I’m here to call a truce.”

				Bullshit. Her eyes narrowed. There had to be a catch—there was
					always a catch. And hadn’t he just said as he’d sat down that he was still
					planning to derail the wedding? “You’ll understand if I continue to watch my
					back.”

				He laughed. “That’s fair, but I’d like to take you to
					lunch.”

				“No,” she said far more quickly and sharply than she’d
					intended. “I mean, thank you, but no. I don’t...get involved with family members
					of my clients.”

				“You already did.”

				“Okay, I have no intention of getting further involved.”

				“I don’t think it’s possible to go any further...we did just
					about everything.” He leaned forward, a wicked gleam in his eyes.

				Her heart raced. Just about. He had
					to get out of her office. The sight of him was making it hard to remember that
					he was the enemy, especially when the enemy smelled so freaking good, like
					mountain air combined with a woodsy scent. Most of the men she met smelled like
					expensive cologne and arrogance. She glanced at her watch.

				“Don’t say it.”

				She frowned. “Don’t say what?”

				“That you have another appointment, so you need me to
					leave...yada yada yada.”

				“But I—”

				“Don’t have another appointment,” he said, matter-of-factly. “I
					glanced at the calendar on your receptionist’s desk before coming in.”

				She sighed. She had no idea what he was up to, but she didn’t
					trust him. And more than that, she didn’t trust herself around him. “Look,
					Scott, we don’t have anything to discuss. The wedding plans are coming along
					nicely. Your staff has been very accommodating, and really that’s all we should
					be concerned about. So despite not having a polite lie to use as an excuse, I’m
					still not having lunch with you.” Her palms were sweating and she was sure he
					could see her pulse throbbing in her neck. The temptation to leap across the
					desk and straddle him in her office chair was overwhelming and irritating.

				He stood and tossed a piece of paper from his jeans pocket onto
					her desk.

				She recognized her handwriting and hid the smile tugging at the
					corner of her mouth. “You got my note.”

				“Yes, I did, and I’m not leaving you alone until I get my other
					half a star.”

				* * *

				“I CAN’T BELIEVE I’m having lunch
					with you,” Kate muttered as she sat in the chair the waiter held for her half an
					hour later.

				Neither could he. “Well, I’m happy you reconsidered.”

				She glared at him as he settled himself across from her. “You
					sat in my office playing Candy Crush until I did. So why are you really here? As
					flattering as all this attention from you is, I’m sure you didn’t drag yourself
					away from your precious mountains to try to restore your ego from my little
					note.”

				“As a matter of fact, I did,” he said, taking his napkin and
					placing it on his lap. The yacht club restaurant on the marina wouldn’t have
					been his first choice of places to eat. He preferred a burger joint or Al’s
					Pizzeria, a quiet little hole-in-the-wall place near downtown where he always
					grabbed a slice when he was on a delivery run. But the expensive restaurant had
					been her choice, and he was there to try to convince her that he was right to
					want to protect Derek from making a lifelong commitment to a woman hiding
					something from him. If he could get her to understand, get her on his side,
					maybe she could talk to Liz, too. If the bride came clean, he wouldn’t have to.
					He wouldn’t have to be the one who crushed his brother, even though there was no
					taking back his part in it. Damn, he hated that he was in this situation.

				“Want to try again? With the truth this time?” she asked as a
					waiter filled their water glasses.

				He laughed as he sat back. “Okay, you’re right. I do have
					business in town.”

				She looked relieved.

				Too bad he wasn’t about to let her relax for long, especially
					when she looked so damn beautiful when she was annoyed. “I’m going to see Liz,”
					he said.

				“No, you are not,” she said, pointing a finger at him.

				Several diners at the nearby tables turned to look at them as
					her voice rose.

				“Shh, this is a nice place,” he said, enjoying her frazzled
					look.

				“Scott, what are you doing?”

				“I just think she and I should talk. Derek should know the
					truth, and if she’s willing to tell him, then I don’t have to. They can go ahead
					and live happily ever after if that’s what they both want.” He sat back in the
					chair and forced his shoulders to relax.

				Kate looked anything but. Annoyance and desperation reflected
					in her dark eyes. “It’s been two years and neither of you has said a word to
					Derek. How can you just spring this on him now?” she asked. “Let it go,
					Scott!”

				He sat forward again, resting his elbows on the table. “I can’t
					do that. Do you have siblings?”

				She nodded.

				“Are you close?”

				Again, the tight nod.

				“Then you should understand this. My brother and I have always
					had each other’s backs. I can’t let him get married without knowing the truth,
					and he deserves to hear it from Liz. She knew she was in a relationship. I
					didn’t. Therefore, this should be on her to come clean. You have to agree with
					that.” He took a sip of water and reached for a menu. He wasn’t sure why he felt
					the need to get permission from her or at least her agreement on this point, but
					he did. His own experience with cheating women had him feeling the need to save
					others from a similar fate. But he didn’t want Derek hating him over it. He’d made a mistake, but Liz had knowingly cheated.

				Yet, like Amy, Liz was burying the issue and moving on with her
					life. While Scott was left drowning in guilt.

				“I suppose I agree with that part,” Kate said through gritted
					teeth. “But I just don’t think Liz will be willing to hear you out.”

				He continued to scan the menu.

				“And if you piss off my client and I lose this wedding account,
					I’ll have to kill you. So, no, I’m not letting you go see her.”

				He leaned forward across the table and met her stubborn stare.
					She was so incredibly beautiful, and her deeply furrowed brow did nothing to
					detract from her beauty. The opposite was true. He’d always been attracted to
					strength in a woman, and Kate Hartley had no shortage of strength, which made
					her very tempting. “I’d love to know how you plan to stop me...because short of
					keeping me...preoccupied all afternoon, I don’t see how that’s possible.”

				Her dark eyes burned into his, and she opened her mouth to say
					something, but her gaze shifted to the right of him and then lowered to the
					table. Her cheeks turned a deep shade of red as she picked up her own menu and
					hid behind it.

				He turned in the direction she’d been looking. Two police
					officers sat three tables away. He frowned and reached forward to lower her
					menu. “You in trouble with the law or something?”

				She shook her head, looking even more on edge. “No. Arguing
					with you has just made me hungry.” She was clearly pretending to scan the menu,
					seeing as how it was upside down.

				He took it and righted it for her. “Ex-boyfriend?” he guessed,
					glancing over his shoulder again to look. He hoped he was wrong. Neither man
					looked good enough for her. Even seated, he could tell she’d tower over one of
					them and she’d be eye level with the other... A woman like Kate needed a bigger,
					stronger man to keep up with her. A man who could pick her up and carry her into
					a bedroom with ease.

				But she nodded, her jaw visibly clenched. “The one on the
					right.”

				“Was it recent?”

				“Ten months ago.”

				Okay, so not recent enough to still be hiding. “Was it
					serious?”

				“Right up until he left me stranded at our destination
					wedding.”

				Obviously the words had slipped out, as she shifted
					uncomfortably in her seat and sucked her bottom lip in.

				“He’s a moron,” he said casually. One he’d like to punch, and
					probably would if the guy wasn’t wearing a police uniform.

				“The first thing we agree on,” she said, and he saw her
					shoulders relax slightly.

				“Actually, I think there were a few sexual positions we agreed
					on...” He smiled at her, nudging the menu lower. She shouldn’t be hiding from
					this guy. She looked amazing. She should be sitting there smiling, flirting,
					laughing, showing the idiot everything he’d been a fool to walk away from.

				She let the menu fall as she reluctantly smiled. “There might
					have been that.” Her gaze locked with his, and damn if he wasn’t immediately
					ready to discover if there were more positions they could agree on. A few
					instantly came to mind, and he didn’t think for a second he’d get any resistance
					from her.

				“Kate?”

				The guy was supposed to admire her and kick himself from afar,
					not be approaching the table. Scott really didn’t want to meet the guy who’d
					obviously hurt Kate, and the odd sense of protectiveness he felt made him
					uneasy.

				But still, instinctively, he placed a hand on the table and
					reached for hers.

				She looked surprised but didn’t pull away. “Hey, Cooper,” she
					said.

				“Hi,” the anxious-looking cop said. “I’ve been trying to call
					you.”

				“Yes, I know,” she said tightly.

				The cop glanced between Scott and Kate, his gaze stopping at
					their entwined fingers. “Can we talk for a minute? Alone?”

				“I’m in the middle of a lunch date.” Kate’s grip tightened on
					his, and he shifted even closer. This guy’s presence was clearly making her
					uncomfortable.

				“Hey, you must be the ex,” Scott said, hoping to turn the
					tables. It was this asshole who should be feeling uneasy.

				“And you are?” Cooper’s chest puffed up, and in response Scott
					sat straighter, showing the guy he wasn’t one to back down.

				“Just a business associate of Kate’s,” he said.

				“You’re into wedding planning?” He smirked.

				“I own a large ski resort in the mountains.” Not that it was
					that successful, but the guy’s reaction was worth the lie, so he continued.
					“Kate has landed some really big, important wedding clients, and we are
					coordinating the wedding of the year together.” That part wasn’t completely
					dishonest.

				Kate just nodded along.

				Cooper’s expression hardened. “Getting awfully friendly with
					your business associates, aren’t you, Kate?”

				“It’s really none of your business,” she said, trying to tug
					her hand away.

				He held tight. “As a matter of fact, we are getting quite friendly, aren’t we? Those long, late nights
					discussing...the details.” He sent her his best lust-filled expression and knew
					it had hit its mark when, from the corner of his eye, he saw the guy fold his
					arms across his chest. His face reddened all the way to the tips of his ears.
					Funny, he’d always thought the color of jealousy was green.

				Kate looked slightly uncomfortable, but she nodded. “Yes,
					that’s right. And as I said, we’re trying to enjoy lunch, so...’bye,
					Cooper.”

				The guy looked about to argue, but Scott interrupted. “We’ve
					worked up quite an appetite...going over details,” he said with a grin.

				He thought the cop’s head might explode, but with a final
					heated stare directed at Kate, he turned and walked away.

				Victory.
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				“THANK YOU FOR THAT,” Kate said, climbing into her car an hour later.

				Scott smiled as he reached for his seat belt. “No problem. It was actually kinda nice pretending the resort was doing so well.”

				She glanced at him as she readjusted the rearview mirror. “It isn’t?”

				“Not as well as I’d like...or well enough to keep the electricity on next month.”

				She shot him a look. “I need electricity for my wedding,” she said, then noticing his worried expression, asked, “Are you serious? How can things be that bad?”

				He removed his baseball cap, placing it on his knee as he ran a hand through his hair. “The renovations last year were extensive. I put a lot of money into the place that I hadn’t expected, and it cut into operating costs. Without proper advertising and a website, it’s hard to attract new tourists. The regulars are great with their word-of-mouth recommendations, especially since the overhaul, but it’s not enough.” He shrugged.

				Wow. Who knew they’d have struggling businesses in common. “When will the website be finished?”

				He shrugged. “Whenever Liz and I can put this all behind us, I guess.”

				“Which won’t happen if she marries your brother without telling him the truth?” She swallowed hard as she merged into traffic. She understood Scott’s wanting his brother to go into this marriage with eyes wide-open about his bride, but she wished he could see how the wedding would help his resort. Besides, Derek was a big boy, and she suspected he knew the woman he was marrying.

				“I just want her to be honest with him so I don’t have to keep lying.”

				That made sense, too. Damn. She hadn’t wanted his side to make sense. It made pushing for her own way a hell of a lot harder. Harder, but still necessary. “Maybe you should get a different company to do the website?”

				“I would...but the truth is, HighRes is doing an amazing job so far. I’ve seen the links to the pages that are already done—the rooms and the amenities—and it looks incredible.” He sighed. “I don’t even want the place. I just want to make a profit next year so I can sell it.”

				That surprised her. “Really?”

				He nodded. “Yeah. My interest is in the cargo plane delivery service that came as a package deal with the resort. The business that could actually be a success, if I had time to devote to it.” He ran a hand through his hair, and she resisted the urge to reach out and run her own fingers through the dark, spiky mess.

				“You can fly a plane?” she asked, keeping her hands on the wheel.

				“Yes. I was a commercial pilot in a former life.” His smile faded slightly. “Liz didn’t tell you how we met?”

				She shook her head. “The details about you two hooking up are none of my business.” Or anything she was eager to hear. The thought of Scott with another woman made her jealous, and she had no right to feel that way.

				He released a slow, deep breath and sat silent for a long time. “Do you remember that Airways Travel plane that landed in the Caribbean two years ago?”

				She thought for a minute. She remembered hearing something about it. “Airways Travel? The destination charter?”

				He nodded.

				Her eyes widened. “Oh, my God—you’re the Pilot Angel?”

				He cringed at the name. “No. I was the lucky-as-hell pilot who somehow remembered his training in an emergency.”

				His tone was cool, and she hesitated before saying, “A lot of lives were saved because of you.” Making the man sitting next to her the hottest man on the planet. Her attraction to him skyrocketed to a whole new level of unhealthy.

				“Anyway, Liz was a passenger on the plane. We met briefly in the airport restaurant before the flight, and then after the crash...”

				“Found comfort in one another,” she finished. Jeez, this wasn’t at all the way she’d pegged the situation. Jealousy aside, she could actually understand their need to be together after such a traumatic experience. Maybe Derek might understand, too...

				Not that she would stake her career on that.

				Scott was silent in the seat next to her as she stopped at a red light. Reaching across, she touched his forearm, a tingle racing down her spine at the small but intimate contact. “You were a hero to a lot of people that day. And I don’t think you or Liz should beat yourselves up over what happened.”

				“She still betrayed my brother.”

				Kate nodded. There was that...

				“And that’s why I’m going to see her.”

				She sighed. While she could see his side, him going to see Liz would really piss off the bride-to-be, and Kate’s job was to keep her client happy. How was she supposed to stop him? Remembering his playful suggestion about keeping him occupied all afternoon, she reached across the seat and placed her hand on his thigh, sliding it higher as the light turned green and she returned her attention to the road.

				“Are you trying to suggest a detour first?” he asked, reaching across to brush her hair away from her shoulder, then letting his fingers trail the length of her arm. Electricity ran down her spine, and suddenly it wasn’t just trying to keep him away from Liz that had her sliding her hand farther to cup his crotch.

				“My place?”

				“You think distracting me will take me off course?” he asked, sliding his hand down her chest, into the opening of her blouse.

				Her mouth went dry. She hoped so. She also hoped she could remember her own game and the fact that she was in the driver’s seat. It was so hard to tell who was winning these little battles of wills when her own body was reacting to the temptation as much as his. “Weren’t you the one who wanted a second shot at that half star?” she croaked as his fingers dipped below the edge of her bra to pinch her nipple.

				“Oh, I’m getting that half star, and then I’m going to see Liz,” he said.

				The first one he just might be right about, she thought as she clenched her thighs closer together, but the second one—not going to happen.

				* * *

				KATE HESITATED AT her door ten minutes later. “Wait here. Count to a hundred, then follow me,” she said, slipping inside.

				Scott laughed. “A hundred?”

				“Or ninety-nine, whatever you want,” she said, closing the door. Tossing her purse onto a chair in the living room, she ran to the kitchen and, opening the dishwasher, she quickly threw in her breakfast dishes and slammed the door. Seeing all of the self-help and relationship books she’d bought and consumed like chocolate that year, she grabbed them and stacked them behind less embarrassing books on a shelf. Then, running to her bathroom, she replaced the towels with fresh ones, misted a vanilla-scented room spray and checked her medicine cabinet for anything suspect.

				Everyone checked everyone else’s medicine cabinets. It was the quickest way to know a person. Tampons, razors, painkillers...heavy sleeping pills from right after the failed wedding... She took the bottle from the cabinet and tossed it into the wastebasket.

				In her bedroom, she quickly pulled the sheets up over the pillows as Scott appeared in the doorway. “Why are you bothering to make it up? I plan on destroying that bed in record time.”

				“That wasn’t ninety-nine seconds,” she said, smoothing her skirt as she straightened.

				“I’m a fast counter,” he said, walking toward her and reaching for her waist. “Nice place,” he murmured as he lowered his mouth to her neck.

				She closed her eyes, breathing in his manly, outdoorsy scent mixed with a soft aftershave. She’d never claimed to love the great outdoors, but if everything in nature smelled as amazing as Scott, she just might be converted. “Would you like a tour?”

				“Of the bed? Yes. I’ll see the rest later. Much later,” he murmured against her collarbone as he lowered the side of her blouse over her shoulder. He bit her skin gently, and she swallowed hard, already feeling her panties getting wet.

				He could turn her on so quickly, with the simplest of touches, the gentlest of kisses.

				Unbuttoning her blouse, he stepped back to remove it, then unclasped her bra and tossed it onto the floor. He sucked in a breath, seeing her exposed breasts.

				“I have had recurring thoughts about these all week,” he said, cupping them and placing his face between them. He kissed the right one, then the left as his fingers rubbed over the hardened nipples. She closed her eyes and held his head in place, savoring the feel of his stubble along her sensitive skin, the rough, callused hands massaging and caressing her breasts.

				Next, he reached around her to unzip her skirt and, grabbing the waistband, he lowered both the skirt and her underwear down over her legs. She stepped out of the fabric at her ankles and kicked her shoes off.

				“You’re still too dressed,” she said, reaching for the top button on his jeans. She popped it and lowered his zipper, reaching inside to cup him through his underwear. Feeling his erection and a slightly damp spot near the tip of his penis, she laughed. “Doesn’t take much, huh?”

				He grabbed her and pulled her into him with one arm, sliding his other hand between her thighs to insert two fingers into her. She gasped in a mix of pleasure and shock. “So wet. You’re not exactly slow to arouse yourself,” he said before kissing her.

				Her tongue tangling with his, she lowered his jeans and underwear over his hips and he stepped free. Then she reached for the buttons on his shirt, unbuttoning quickly and removing it to reveal abs, chest muscles, strong, sculpted shoulders...

				He pushed her onto the bed, placed his knees between her thighs and urged them apart. His feet still on the floor, he lowered his hips to place his cock against her stomach, using the leverage to rub it hard and fast against her.

				Reaching for it, she took it in one hand and began stroking while pleasuring herself with her other hand.

				Scott watched, his desire blazing in his eyes. “That is so hot,” he said, his voice husky. He placed his hands on her breasts and squeezed the hardened nipples.

				His grip tightened even more, and she found herself desperately craving the painful pleasure. “Harder,” she said.

				He complied, and she let out a small gasp as she arched her back, pushing her breasts forward, the intensity of the ache between her thighs increasing with each tightening of his thumb and forefinger.

				She played with the tip of his cock, rolling her thumb over the moistened skin, feeling the strain of his erection. She moved her hand back and forth over her pelvis, then slid a finger into her own body. The pressure did nothing to ease the throbbing ache, so she slid a second one inside. She moaned and her body trembled on the bed. Scott released a string of curse words she barely heard as her body rippled, already so close to release.

				“No way,” he said, letting go of her nipples. Stopping her hands, he held them firmly over her head. “This time I want to come inside you. Tell me you have condoms.”

				“Bedside table,” she said, her voice more of a pant.

				He retrieved a condom and tore open the package, sliding it on quickly over his erect length. Moving her body farther up on the bed, he flipped her over onto all fours, facing the headboard. “I want to watch this sexy ass when I come,” he said.

				She nodded as she felt him insert his cock into her. Her breath caught as the angle of her body allowed him to reach depths that incited intense pleasure as he pushed in and out, deeper each time. Grabbing her hair with one hand, he yanked gently as he rocked back and forth. “Touch yourself,” he said, taking her hand and placing it on her folds as she balanced on one hand.

				Keeping his on top, he guided her fingers to flick and stroke her clit. His hands, her hands, their fingers pleasuring all of her erotic zones had her gasping for air as he rocked faster and harder, panting for breath.

				“I’m going to come, Kate...” he said, stopping all movement of hips, hands, bodies as he gave a final thrust and let out a deep groan as he fell forward onto her back.

				She was still panting, so close to her own release, desperate for it, when his fingers started moving again. She clenched her muscles around his still-hard cock, feeling him fill her, so thick... His fingers were driving her crazy—fast, hard, increasing the mounting sensations until she was climaxing. She fisted the bedsheets in her hands as her orgasm took over, making her unsteady on her knees.

				“Damn, that was amazing,” she said, falling onto the bed as he collapsed next to her.

				Removing the condom, he stood and left the room. She heard water running in the bathroom, then a moment later, he was back, wrapping her in his arms. “You are amazing,” he said, burying his head against her neck and pulling her into his warm body.

				She snuggled closer until every inch of her connected with every inch of him and allowed herself to enjoy it for all of three minutes before he checked the clock and moved away.

				She couldn’t suppress a grin as she propped herself onto one elbow. “In a rush?”

				He leaned forward and kissed her forehead before standing and reaching for his clothes. “I told you, now that I have redeemed myself, I have somewhere to be.”

				She stood and picked up her own discarded clothes from the floor. “You won’t find Liz at her office,” she said, sliding her arms into her bra.

				He frowned. “No?”

				“Nope.”

				He took a step toward her, and she grinned. “And how do you know that?”

				“Because she’s meeting me—at an undisclosed location—in less than an hour,” she said, kissing the look of defeat on his face.

				* * *

				WITHIN AN HOUR, Scott stood in the elevator, halfway to the HighRes Media offices on the fifteenth floor, hoping he could catch Liz before she left to meet Kate.

				Naked Kate could be quite persuasive, and he deserved a medal for ignoring her attempts at seducing him into another round. The woman played to win. Not that he believed for a second that her motivation that afternoon had been purely a delay tactic. Their attraction to one another was undeniable, and he wondered how much of it had to do with the head-to-head battle they were locked in.

				He tucked in his shirt, then yanked on his fly when he saw that it was down. Kate had driven so slowly back to her office, where the Jeep he kept in LA was parked, that he wasn’t sure his speed across town had made up for it and he hoped he’d made it in time.

				The elevator stopped, and now that he was there, he resisted the urge to hit the button and head back down to the lobby. He wasn’t afraid to see Liz. He’d have to eventually, and better it be on his terms, catching her off guard like this, than when she was clinging to his brother’s arm closer to doomsday.

				Stepping from the elevator, he opened the door to reception and nodded at the young woman at the front desk, who was on the phone. While waiting for her to finish, he scanned the posh offices. Fifteenth floor, with floor-to-ceiling windows that provided a breathtaking view of the city, modern furnishings decorating the space. He surveyed a row of photos along the wall—pictures of doors from exotic destinations in all shapes and sizes. All so vibrant in color, the light capturing them with warmth. The photos were a contrast to the rest of the environment, but added a further element of sophistication to the space.

				“Those were taken by the company’s owner, Liz Sheffield,” the receptionist said behind him.

				That was a surprise. He thought she was the mastermind behind the business side of the company. He hadn’t thought her to have an artistic flair. Then again, he barely knew her. In two years, he’d made sure of it. “They’re great,” he said simply.

				The young woman smiled, revealing a perfect set of white teeth. Tall and slender, her blond hair tied back in a high ponytail, she actually looked a lot like Liz. “Can I help you?”

				“I’m actually here to see Liz.”

				“Is she expecting you?” she asked, glancing at the computer screen on her desk.

				“No.”

				“She has her calendar blocked off for the afternoon...wedding cake shopping, I believe.”

				Ah, that was where they were headed. How many bakeries could there be in LA? Too many. “Do you know where, exactly?”

				“I’m sorry, I can’t give out that information.”

				Of course not. “Right. I understand... Could you at least narrow down the part of town, maybe?”

				She laughed, the sound smooth and silky, but shook her head.

				It was worth a shot.

				Ms. Wedding Planner had won this round. He blamed his penis for the loss. “I’ll catch her another time.”

				“Who should I tell her stopped by?” The look in her pretty hazel eyes was one of open curiosity and interest. One that in the past might have been enough to intrigue him. Not today.

				Not lately, in fact. The past week, he’d found his gaze glossing over the pretty group of female tourists checking into the resort, not even tempted when one of them had winked at him and bent over, displaying a lovely, curvy ass, while she retrieved her bags. His usual sexually charged morning exchange with his preferred barista had lacked that spark as well...and the only woman who had been a constant in his mind—for good or bad—was Kate.

				Which was bad.

				“I swear I’d forget my stilettos if they weren’t permanently glued to my feet.”

				That snapped him back to attention.

				“This wedding is making me...” Liz’s words died as she entered the office and saw him standing there. She looked suitably annoyed and surprised to see him. “What the hell?”

				The receptionist immediately picked up the phone and dialed out, avoiding eye contact with them.

				“Hi, Liz.”

				“Scott, I’m going to pretend that you’re not here, because I have an appointment in twenty minutes, and I’m not even remotely interested in hearing whatever it is you’re here to say.” She breezed past him, through reception and to the office behind it, reemerging with her iPad.

				He blocked her escape. “Look, we need to talk...before the wedding.”

				“No, we don’t.”

				“Yes, we do.”

				“I don’t think it’s necessary.”

				“I do.”

				Liz shot a glance at her receptionist and then, sighing, dragged him into a small meeting room down the hall. “Three and a half minutes, Scott.”

				Okay. He could get straight to the point. “I think you need to tell Derek what happened between us.”

				“You mean the dumb trauma-and alcohol-induced mistake that happened two years ago, while I was barely even dating him? No.”

				Why had he thought she’d even consider it? From the media photos of the two of them together, he knew Liz had latched on to his brother and it would take a vise grip to pull her off his Armani’d, Rolexed arm. Any chance that Derek might end things with her if he knew the truth was obviously not one she was willing to take. “He deserves to know that we have a history beyond just the crash before the wedding.”

				At the mention of the crash, she paled. He knew from his brother that Liz had yet to travel by plane since the flight back home. He wondered how their honeymoon would go. “History? Why the hell do you keep calling it that? It was one crazy night that meant nothing to either of us. Let it go,” she said exasperatedly, looking at her watch. “I have cakes to taste.”

				Scott stood, but he held the door closed with one arm when she tried to open it.

				She met his steely gaze straight on, not backing down.

				“If you don’t tell him, I will.” She might be right that it hadn’t meant anything, but it didn’t change the fact that it happened.

				She knocked his arm away and opened the door. “If you were going to tell, you would have by now.”

				* * *

				SHE COULD EAT this entire cake.

				Closing her eyes, Kate almost moaned as the flavors of chocolate and cinnamon and coffee all teased her tongue. Hot sex followed by cake tasting was not a bad afternoon.

				“Delicious, right?” Liz asked, barely licking the chocolate–cream cheese frosting off her tiny fork. Three different cake flavors, and the bride-to-be had barely dipped her tongue into any of them. She also seemed a little distant and disengaged from the process.

				Kate, on the other hand, had practically licked the plate clean. “This one was my favorite.”

				“You said that about all three,” Liz said with a laugh, but it sounded forced.

				“Are you okay?”

				She nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine...totally fine. We just need to decide so Giovanni can get baking.”

				Kate gazed longingly at the bride’s barely touched sample pieces. The moist, decadent cake covered in a thin, not-too-sweet vanilla fondant made her mouth water. “No, you have to decide. This is your big day.” Kate had already decided on her own a year and a half ago, only to have the honey-lemon cake go untasted. Her gut twisted at the thought of seeing Cooper earlier today. Unlike weeks before, the sight of him in his police uniform had done nothing for her. And the jealousy he’d displayed over Scott hadn’t made her feel good. She’d simply realized how pathetic he was.

				Knowing Cooper wanted her back had been confusing and a source of conflict for her. But now she was finding it less so.

				She wondered how much of her new sense of power came from this thing with Scott.

				Not that there was a thing with Scott.

				Next to her, Liz was still hesitating, staring at the cakes. “You know what, I think we’re safe to stick to chocolate... Everyone loves chocolate.”

				“Not Scott,” she said, the words slipping past her lips before she could stop them. He’d revealed his allergy to the heavenly sweet earlier that day when the waiter had brought the dessert menus.

				Liz sent her a quizzical look. “How do you know that?”

				Kate nearly choked on her response. “He must have mentioned it...when we were discussing the rehearsal dinner menu...”

				“Odd thing to mention,” Liz said, sounding curt.

				Kate could barely breathe. “You know, he told me what happened between you two,” she said. Deflect. That was only way to get out of this one.

				Liz stared at her manicured hands. “It just happened.”

				Kate hesitated. If Liz told Derek the truth, would he still go through with the wedding? She hadn’t thought so before, when she hadn’t known the details surrounding the affair, but now... “I think Derek would understand that. It was a terrifying, life-changing moment. You were in shock and you’d both been through something traumatic together,” she continued, fighting an odd sense of jealousy over that fact. And fearing that her honesty might be putting this whole thing at risk.

				Where was her razor-sharp focus on making sure this wedding happened at all costs?

				Luckily, Liz shook her head. “Maybe if it was a stranger, Derek might understand why I did what I did. But not his own brother. And despite the fact that I didn’t know Scott was his brother, I’m at fault here. Scott had no idea I was involved with Derek. The relationship was new—I’d never even met his family.” She sighed, looking conflicted. “No. I can’t tell him. And Scott came to my office today...”

				Crap! She’d thought she’d delayed him long enough.

				“He said if I don’t tell Derek, he will.” She sighed, tears in her eyes. “I made a stupid mistake and I really can’t lose Derek over it.”

				This situation just kept getting worse. Seeing everyone’s side should be making it easier to stay neutral, let them all sort it out, and keep her eye on what mattered to her—the wedding being a success and generating more interest in her and her company’s services. Unfortunately, getting involved deeper and deeper with Scott made it impossible not to be emotionally invested, as well. She didn’t want to see his family hurt by the deception, but telling Derek the truth could ruin not only the wedding, but this bride’s future happiness as well...

				Damn!

				She was feeling more like an unwilling, unqualified relationship counselor than a wedding planner. She took a deep breath. “I won’t let that happen,” she said, praying she could deliver on the promise.

				Liz dabbed her eyes with a napkin and sent her a grateful look. “You can’t let him ruin my wedding, Kate.”

				She swallowed hard and forced a light air as she said, “Do you know what will ruin a wedding? No cake. Decide,” she said, lining up the three options in front of the bride-to-be.

				Liz nodded, squaring her shoulders. “If Scott hates chocolate, then definitely the chocolate.”
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				FOR THE NEXT WEEK, time seemed to speed up.

				Wedding details were being checked off her long to-do list, but others came out of nowhere. Like this one she’d just received from the vocalist Liz had decided on for the wedding. Tasha was a famous singer whose website had been designed by HighRes Media the year before. Liz had fallen in love with the woman’s style and voice.

				Kate wasn’t sure the hefty sum the young woman was asking for to perform would even be worth paying to secure Kanye for the entertainment, but this was Liz’s wedding and Liz’s money.

				She just hoped this diva wasn’t harder to deal with than the bride on the big day.

				Opening her email, she searched for Scott’s contact info. Right, the personal email address.

				Just the sight of his name made her stomach flutter. The week before in her condo had been the best lunch date she’d had in forever, and despite knowing it was stupid, she couldn’t help but wish the wedding planning required her to be more hands-on, on-site.

				She hadn’t heard from him and there’d been no more unexpected visits, which made her wonder if he was seeing the errors of their ways or if he was looking forward to their next run-in as much as she was.

				She squared her shoulders. Right now, she needed to deal with this request from Tasha.

				Dear Mr. Dillon,

				The entertainment for the wedding, Ms. Tasha, has several requests that she’d like to confirm. She will require a full suite on the first floor of the hotel, as she is afraid of heights, and she has a very restrictive gluten-free, sugar-free, lactose-free diet that needs to be accommodated. And lastly, for the preservation of her vocal cords, she cannot have her water too cold.

				Kate Hartley

				She rolled her eyes, wishing she could see and hear Scott’s reaction to this.

				She didn’t have to wait long for a reply.

				Ms. Hartley,

				The dining room has confirmed that they can provide a plate of heated ice cubes daily to accommodate the dietary restrictions for Ms. Tasha. Unfortunately, as per her accommodation request, the only suite on the first floor is my home. So unless she’d like to bunk with me, she will have to settle for a suite higher off the ground.

				Scott Dillon

				Kate laughed out loud, once again wishing she were delivering these requests in person just to see Scott’s brow furrow and the gorgeous look of exasperation she seemed to warrant most of the time. Driving him crazy was fun. A lot of fun.

				Perhaps you’d be so accommodating as to give up your suite for the evening and find lodging elsewhere, she responded.

				Are you offering your room as an alternative? was his immediate reply.

				Her pulse raced at the question. So he did want to see her as much as she’d been wanting to see him. The idea of spending the night together after the wedding had crossed her mind. More than once. But only if there was a wedding.

				That will ultimately depend on the turn of events that day, won’t it?

				She checked her watch, and seeing that it was after one, she shut her laptop without waiting for his reply.

				Leaving her office, she headed south an hour down the coast toward Costa Mesa. The Thompkin Cellars winery produced small batches of some of the finest wines in California, and while it wasn’t the Napa Valley winery they’d first discussed for the wedding, it was the only place in SoCal that Kate trusted for the table wine for the wedding.

				The price tags matched the quality of the product, and therefore a tasting was always required. One of the perks of the job, she thought with a smile as she pulled the Escalade into the winery. Liz, being a non–wine drinker, had left it to Kate to decide on the red and white for the event.

				Next month, once this Big Bear wedding was a success, she would plan a girls’ road trip to visit the winery so she and Hayley could decide on wines for Hayley and Chase’s big day.

				Wine tasting was her favorite part of her job these days.

				An hour later, she’d decided on a dry pinot grigio and a sweet shiraz and happily accepted the complimentary sample bottles from the owner as a thank-you for the six-thousand-dollar order.

				As she drove back to the office, her cell phone rang, and she saw on the display on her dash that it was FineLight Photography calling.

				“Kate Hartley,” she said, turning onto the I-405 heading north.

				“Hi, Kate. This is Isaiah from FineLight.”

				Her pulse raced. Please do not let there be a scheduling conflict for the event. Choosing the perfect photographer had been one of Liz’s biggest challenges. Three days ago they’d spent hours flipping through sample photography books in Kate’s office until well past midnight. Liz wanted a photographer who could not only take beautiful posed shots of the event but who was also keen enough to capture those little moments between bride and groom that no one else saw. She’d finally decided on FineLight, and Kate had left three messages for the company, hoping they could accommodate the last-minute request.

				“Hi, Isaiah. Sorry to leave so many messages—this wedding is just a little rushed,” she said.

				“I understand. I would have returned the call sooner, but we were in Napa on a job. That place is a photographer’s dream.”

				Kate sighed. It was a wedding planner’s dream as well. “No problem. Are you available those dates I mentioned?” She held her breath.

				“It’s going to be tight, but I think we can do it.”

				She released a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Isaiah. Just let me know what you need for a deposit and I can sign the contract this afternoon. I’m heading back to my office now.”

				“Great. The standard rate along with travel costs applies, and the only other thing I’d love to get are some photos of the venue. As soon as possible, inside and out...the ballroom, guest rooms where the couples will be getting ready, that sort of thing. I won’t have time to get to the location myself to put a shooting plan in place in advance, so those will be helpful to get an idea of what we have for photo ops,” he said.

				“No problem. I’ll get those to you this afternoon, as well,” she said.

				“Then we are all set,” he said.

				Disconnecting the call, she mentally checked another item off the list and smiled. This thing just might come together after all.

				* * *

				DECORATORS HAD TAKEN over his resort.

				Scott opened the Woodland Ballroom doors just long enough to know he didn’t want to go anywhere near the space. Inside, Kate’s decorators from LA had already started to transform the room. White lights were being hung from the ceiling, and rented tables and chairs were being set up at the far end of the room that would later be used as the dance floor. Twenty people buzzed about, assembling and decorating at a frantic pace, as if the event was that day.

				So much work for a wedding he was still determined to stop.

				Liz still hadn’t told Derek the truth. And he still hadn’t summoned the balls to talk to his brother himself. Liz was the one who’d cheated, but if it came down to the wire, could he watch his brother say his vows?

				That answer used to be so simple.

				Running a hand through his hair, Scott walked to his office.

				Other than a few work-related emails regarding the wedding details, he hadn’t heard from Kate since their afternoon in her apartment two weeks before.

				And he wasn’t sure if he was relieved or annoyed.

				They were keeping things casual. That was good. That was what he wanted, as well. No complications. No talk about feelings or the possibility of a relationship or any of that bullshit.

				She was planning a wedding at his resort. He was planning on stopping it if the bride didn’t fess up.

				Stalemate.

				How could it be that nothing more than casual sex was starting to feel anything but casual?

				Yet he found himself wishing she’d have more asinine requests just to give him a reason to communicate with her. The last email asking for pictures of the resort for the photographer had been a great opportunity to play with her a bit. As well as taking the shots she’d asked for, he’d also taken selfie shots in the hot tub, lying on his bed in his room and a few other inappropriate ones he hadn’t been able to resist.

				Once he’d hit Send, he’d waited anxiously for her reply.

				Which was:

				The photographer really enjoyed the dick pic but suggests you could have chosen more flattering lighting.

				Leaning back in his chair, he laughed again thinking about her response, resisting the urge to call her.

				He had no reason to. They’d arranged everything for the venue and now she’d be dealing with details that he wasn’t a part of. All he could do was sit and wait.

				Then he heard her voice down the hall. She was here? He hadn’t realized she was on-site. Though a woman as dedicated to her career as Kate Hartley wouldn’t leave any of the last-minute details in someone else’s hands. Or maybe she would. Could she be there as an excuse to see him? Either way, his anticipation had his heart thundering in his chest, and he commanded it to stop. He refused to fall for her. Falling for women wasn’t something he did. Falling for women only led to heartache. While it might not be fair to judge every woman by his failed relationship with Amy, so far it had served him well in avoiding another stay at the Heartbreak Motel.

				Right?

				He sat straighter and reached for the phone as he heard her voice draw nearer.

				Look busy. Look calm. Look... Damn it, she wasn’t alone. As she stopped at his open office door, his worst nightmare was realized. The woman he was currently having an inappropriate fling with was standing there beside the woman he regretted having one with...along with his mother.

				The terrible trio sprang to mind as the perfect nickname. Any one of them alone could make him miserable—in different ways, of course—and if they were working together, he might as well just climb beneath the desk and hide.

				They were silent as they continued to wait in the doorway, and remembering his fake phone call, he cleared his throat. “I’ll have to call you back,” he said, replacing the receiver. “Hello. Do you three need something?” Keeping his voice void of irritation and stress was near impossible.

				His mother entered the room, came around the side of the desk and kissed his head.

				He saw Kate’s amused expression at the exchange, and his ears burned. Thanks, Mom.

				“The resort looks amazing. I haven’t been here since the last of the renovations were completed,” she said. “And the decorating crew is transforming that ballroom into a magical place for the wedding.”

				Fantastic. “Great. So what do you need?” he asked again, glancing between his mother and Kate, avoiding Liz’s gaze. Wasn’t hard when she was staring everywhere but at him. And from his peripheral vision, he could tell she felt as awkward as he did, reaching into her purse for her phone and pretending to study something on the screen.

				“We needed to find out where we might set up the projector and display screen in the ballroom, and also where the best place for internet streaming might be,” Kate said, her tone cool and professional. Not a trace of what was happening between them even hinted at.

				God, she was sexy. Wait. What? “Internet streaming?”

				She nodded. “Derek and Liz have a lot of guests who already had Memorial Day plans, so they want to stream the wedding live.”

				Wow. “Isn’t that what a wedding video is for?”

				“Wedding videos are old-school, Scott,” his mother said, rolling her eyes.

				He saw Kate hide a smile behind her hand.

				Damn, he wanted nothing more than to grab her and kiss her...remove that jacket and slide his hands inside the lace-trimmed tank top peeking out from beneath. If only they were alone.

				But they weren’t. And all three sets of eyes were now staring at him, still waiting for a response.

				He cleared his throat. “Okay...well, I’ll have to check the room,” he said. Truth was, they had yet to hold an event in the ballroom, and he certainly hadn’t had any need to set up any equipment. Maybe Cameron could help.

				They waited.

				“You need this done now?”

				“If you’re not busy,” Kate said.

				He’d like to be busy undressing her and kissing every square inch of the body he’d been craving for two weeks. “I am busy. Very busy.” He also wasn’t eager to get involved in this wedding.

				His mother shot him a look, Liz muttered something under her breath and Kate’s expression held a silent promise if he cooperated—or was it a warning if he didn’t?

				Yep. Terrible trio.

				“Fine. I can do it now,” he said, standing and stalking out of the office, past the three of them.

				They followed.

				He stopped. “I said I’ll take care of it. Where are you three going?”

				“To help,” his mother said.

				“To make sure you do it,” Kate said.

				The latter was the truth. Placing his hands on his hips, he shook his head. “No. I don’t need supervision, especially from you three. Look, just tell me what kind of equipment I need to make this work, and I’ll have it all set up today.”

				His mother and Kate turned to Liz. “This is your world,” Kate said.

				Shit. Working with the three of them was bad enough. Having to communicate with Liz over these details would be awkward. He turned his attention to her, ignoring the kick in his gut at the sight of her uncomfortable expression. “So?” he asked when she was silent.

				“We need cameras set up in all four corners of the room that are connected to a central streaming site. We can use a laptop,” she said.

				“Four cameras?” Did they think he just had this stuff lying around? “Where are we getting four cameras?”

				Kate looked antsy as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Most venues that host these kinds of events have equipment on-site to accommodate wedding recordings...”

				“Well, there’s the problem right there. My venue doesn’t host these kinds of events. Maybe you need to reconsider the venue,” he said, folding his arms across his chest.

				“Scott...” his mother started.

				“Mom...” His mother was starting to irritate him, too.

				“Hey, just give me a second to talk to Scott,” Kate said, touching his mother’s shoulder.

				The familiar gesture, the easy way between the two women made him slightly uneasy. The only woman he’d ever even considered introducing to his family had been Amy, but things had gone too wrong, too quickly. This, seeing them together, all felt a little too personal, intimate. Of course, his mother didn’t know about him and Kate.

				“Why don’t we go see if the chair covers have arrived,” Liz said to his mother, breaking into Scott’s thoughts. “The venue does have chairs, right?” she asked, rolling her eyes as she passed him.

				He bit back a smart-ass reply, tempted to replace the rented wooden ones with plastic green lawn chairs.

				Kate touched his arm when they were alone in the hallway. “Hey, why are you being so difficult about this?” she asked.

				“Me? I’m the one being difficult? They want to live-stream the wedding!”

				“A lot of couples do. And most places are willing to accommodate.”

				“As I said, feel free to choose a different venue.”

				Her expression softened slightly as she took a step toward him. Her perfume reached him, and he remembered how great she smelled everywhere, how great she tasted...

				“Just cooperate for now, okay?” she asked, placing her arms around his neck.

				Man, she knew how to use her tempting-as-hell body to get her way. He gripped her hips and pulled her into him. “Where’ve you been?” he asked before he could stop himself.

				Her smile made him tighten his grip. “Did you miss me?”

				“I missed naked you,” he said, wishing it were the only version he’d missed. The truth was, he was starting to wonder if it really was just about the physical chemistry between them, and he was terrified of the answer. In the weeks since he’d seen her, the fun, flirty attraction he felt had changed to an eager longing to be near her again. He’d never missed a woman he’d had a fling with before. Not because they weren’t wonderful, fascinating women, but because he’d made sure he only hooked up with women he could forget.

				Kate was different. Somehow she’d crawled under his skin, penetrated to his core, the way no other woman had. Not even Amy. He didn’t like it, but there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.

				She kissed his neck, her hands pressing into the muscles at his back. The feel of her fingers and lips against him made his pulse quicken as he felt the pressure from the moments before change to a new kind of tension. “The faster you get those cameras set up, the faster I can take my panties off,” she whispered.

				He felt himself harden instantly as he closed his eyes and willed himself not to give in to her.

				“Oh, wait, that’s right, I’m not wearing any,” she said with a grin, unwrapping her arms from around his neck.

				His hold on her tightened as she began to pull away. “This is becoming a dangerous game you’re playing, Ms. Hartley,” he said, his voice hoarse.

				She removed his hands from her and turned to walk away. “Dangerous for who, Scott? Me or you?”

				Fuck. Obviously not her.

				* * *

				AS KATE HEADED as far from Scott as she could get, her heart was in her throat.

				For weeks, she’d been desperate for any excuse to come to Big Bear. He’d been on her mind constantly, and it wasn’t just the insatiable desire to have sex with him again. She’d actually found herself missing him—his smile, his touch, his quick-witted banter that made her hot while also making her want to punch him. There was no denying that there was more than just a physical connection between them—at least on her end—but knowing things couldn’t actually go any further with him had been enough to keep her from reaching out.

				But dare she hope that he’d been feeling a similar turmoil?

				The look in his eyes and his words moments before gave a glimmer of hope...but hope for what she wasn’t sure. Since Cooper, her guard had been up, and her only focus had been her career. Another relationship right now would only complicate things. She had to keep that in mind.

				And they needed to get through this wedding before she could entertain any sort of relationship with him.

				That was, if he wanted one... God, the man was frustrating.

				Frustrating, but most definitely going to get laid that evening. She couldn’t help herself. Just his hands on her hips moments before left her wanting to feel them everywhere.

				Her cell phone rang as she reached the lobby, and she was surprised to see her book publicist’s name flashing on the caller ID. “Hello?”

				“Kate, it’s Alison. I’m just calling to go over the details for tomorrow’s event. Do you have a minute?”

				Tomorrow’s event? What the hell?

				Oh, no, the book signing. She’d completely forgotten in her focus on the wedding. “The Barnes & Noble meet the author event?”

				“Yes. They asked for you to be there at least twenty minutes early to get set up...”

				As Alison spoke, Kate tried to come up with a valid excuse to get out of it. There was still so much to oversee here...and the idea of heading back to LA right now to prepare—and leaving Scott—didn’t exactly appeal to her.

				“Kate, are you listening?”

				“Yes...but do you really think the signing is necessary?”

				“If you want to sell books and save your business, it is. Sales have been dropping steadily with lack of promotion the last few weeks.”

				Kate bit her lip. Alison was right. She was putting all of her company’s future success on this one wedding, but she needed another option if it went sideways. “Okay. Of course, you’re right. I’ll be there first thing tomorrow morning.”

				Which meant leaving Scott with a semi-hard-on.
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				ENTERING THE BOOKSTORE, Kate stopped short. The lineup near her signing table extended along the far wall, beyond the reference books and past the stationery section, disappearing into the children’s play area. At least two hundred women were already there, holding copies of her book, waiting for her signature.

				Nerves made her want to vomit. Each one of these women obviously knew her story, and each one of them was clutching what they hoped could keep them from a similar fate. She felt like a fraud as she made her way to the table—outwardly confident, inwardly trembling.

				“Hi, Kate. Welcome,” the Barnes & Noble representative greeted her. “You’re just in time. Quite an amazing turnout already,” she said, beaming at the customers in line.

				Kate had been dreading the event all evening the night before as she’d prepared her giveaway items, having seen countless authors sitting behind the same table in bookstores for hours with no one approaching. She thought now that having too many readers was worse. Seeing the hopeful faces of the women buying her book, putting their faith in her to reveal a magic formula to happy-ever-after, made her feel as though she were deceiving them all. “Yeah, this is wonderful,” she said, forcing enthusiasm into her tone.

				“You can have a seat here,” the girl, whose name tag read Jamee, said. “There’s water, coffee, pens on the table...if you need anything else, please let me know. I’ll come back to check on you every little while, but I’m going to spend most of my time walking the line with coffee and tea and snacks.”

				Kate nodded. “That sounds great.” She placed her purse beneath the table and sat, her gaze scanning the long line of smiling faces.

				This was a nightmare.

				* * *

				SCOTT TOLD HIMSELF that the only reason he was going to Kate’s office was to give her a heads-up that he was going to see Derek filming on set in LA that day. But he knew it was lie. In fact, he probably wouldn’t have the conversation with her at all... He liked his balls and preferred not to have them ripped off.

				The real reason was once he spoke to his brother, he was fairly certain he’d never see Kate again, and he wanted...what? A final glimpse of a woman who was already off-limits and driving him crazy? A last fling before he set her carefully detailed event ablaze?

				The truth was, he’d been disappointed the day before when Kate had said she had to head back to the city right away, and not just because he’d been looking forward to getting laid. The woman was constantly on his mind. He found himself smiling for no reason whenever he thought about her quick-witted, smart-ass comments and getting instantly hot when he remembered the other things she could do with that sexy mouth.

				He hesitated at the entrance of her office building and nearly collided with her receptionist as she swung the door open and hurried outside, struggling with an oversize box that looked heavier than she was. “Hi,” he said.

				“Oh, hey...Mr.?”

				“Dillon,” he said. “Scott. Is Kate inside? Here, let me help.” He took the box, his own arms dropping slightly with the unexpected weight.

				What the hell was in it? Bricks?

				“Thank you,” Janet said, shaking her head. “No, she’s not in today. My car is just over there.” She pointed and led the way to a Kia Sportage in the parking lot.

				“What’s in here?” he asked as she unlocked the trunk and he saw four other similar boxes already inside. Thank God he hadn’t arrived four boxes sooner, though how this hundred-pound, five-foot-nothing woman had done it, he didn’t know.

				“Copies of Kate’s books. The store ran out, and there’s still about a hundred women in line,” Janet said, rushing to the driver’s side door. “Thank you.”

				“Hey, wait! Kate’s book?”

				She nodded, glancing at her watch. “Her wedding planning book. She’s doing a signing at B&N today.”

				Impressive. “Can I see one?” he asked.

				“You can hop in and open a box on the way. I’m late, and Kate’s already texted twice to say the crowd is starting to riot.”

				Scott laughed as he climbed into the passenger side. “Those crazy bridezillas, huh?”

				“You have no idea,” Janet said, rolling her eyes as she started her car.

				He reached for his seat belt. “I bet you could write a book about some of Kate’s clients.” He didn’t understand women and weddings. They made such a big deal about an elaborate party.

				“It would be a bestseller, but I’m sworn to secrecy, I’m afraid,” she said, jerking the car out of the space and into traffic, cutting off a semitruck in the inside lane.

				The horn blared behind them.

				Scott’s eyes widened at the near-death experience Janet hadn’t even noticed. Maybe getting in this car was a bad idea. He should have insisted on following her in the safety of his own Jeep. She hit the gas and switched lanes abruptly, and he held on tight, forgetting about trying to reach for a copy of the book. He’d rather be facing forward for his impending death.

				But miraculously, ten minutes later, he was alive and unloading the boxes from her car. When he set them inside the bookstore doors, several Barnes & Noble employees immediately rushed over to bring them to Kate’s table. Before they could steal the last box, he took his keys from his pocket, opened it and took out a copy.

				A clerk whose name tag read Jamee glared at him and looked ready to tackle him to the ground to get it back, but he clutched it tight. “I’m going to buy it. I promise.”

				She nodded. “If you want it autographed, you’d better hurry. Signing ends in twenty minutes,” she said, rushing off with the remaining copies.

				He glanced at the coveted book. How to Get Him Down the Aisle. He turned it over, and at the sight of the author photo of Kate, in a long, flowy, light blue dress, his heart echoed in his ears. Beautiful, smart and famous. Funny, she’d never mentioned the book to him.

				Going farther inside, he saw the reason for the mad rush. At least a hundred women were in line waiting for her signature. A Barnes & Noble employee was handing out copies along the line, and Kate’s readers all looked eager and relieved to have the book in their hands.

				If Kate’s book was this popular, why had she said her business wasn’t doing so well? If even half of these women were getting married in the next year, and a quarter of them enlisted Kate’s services, she’d be rolling in clients.

				Had she been lying? To get him to sympathize with her enough not to interfere with the wedding?

				Slowly, he walked toward the line and followed it to the front, pretending to be scanning a row of sports magazines. Kate was seated behind a table, a stack of books in front of her, signing each copy quickly and smiling as she handed the book to a young woman who leaned across the table with her phone outstretched. Kate smiled for the selfie, and the girl thanked her as she walked away.

				Dressed in a light pink tank top and tight black pencil skirt, visible beneath the desk, her hair tied in a low ponytail slung over one shoulder, she looked amazing. Relaxed and professional, yet warm and welcoming.

				He watched her sign a few more copies, and while her smile was friendly, it didn’t quite reach her eyes. Anyone who didn’t know her certainly wouldn’t pick up on it, but he could sense she wasn’t enjoying herself—nervous, perhaps? The way she licked the corner of her mouth as she waited for the next person in line was her tell. He’d noticed her doing it the day they’d run into her ex...and the other day in the hallway of the resort.

				It was cute and more than just a little bit of a turn-on.

				He tore his eyes away from her and looked at the book in his hands again, opening it to the dedication.

				To all the women who have found their Mr. Right...put a ring on it!

				He laughed. Ring or ball and chain—always sounded like the same thing to him.

				As he flipped through the pages, he frowned. A chapter on enablers, getting cold feet, convincing him this is what he wants...? What? This wasn’t a wedding planning book—this was an effort to brainwash women into manipulating their boyfriends.

				Kate wrote this?

				Flipping to the foreword, he read quickly.

				After my own failed relationship, after being left at the altar, I wanted to help others avoid a similar fate. Your fairy-tale day doesn’t need to end in disaster. Let my company, Belle Affairs, help by making sure nothing is left to chance. Not even his love.

				Her own wedding had failed, so this book was Kate’s attempt to rebuild confidence in her and her services? She was trying to turn her heartbreak into something positive. But at what expense?

				His brother’s future happiness.

				Her persistence and determination made even more sense now. But Scott couldn’t shake his growing irritation at the thought that Derek was being used as exhibit A. She obviously believed what she’d written in her book—that she could get any groom down the aisle, no matter the circumstances—and maybe that was why she couldn’t understand how important it was for him to make sure his brother knew the truth.

				He stared at her, feeling torn between wanting to march out of the store and wanting to grab her and shake her and make her realize that one asshole groom who did the despicable on his wedding day didn’t give her the right to encourage women to try any of the suggestions between these pages. Distancing their boyfriends from their friends or forcing them to attend couples’ retreats sponsored by kickback companies wasn’t right.

				He sighed.

				The problem was, his brother wasn’t unknowingly walking into a trap. He wanted to get married. He was ready to walk down the aisle. Kate hadn’t needed to convince this groom to go through with the wedding by using any of these questionable tactics.

				This one was a valid wedding, one she was working her butt off to make happen. She really was as good a wedding planner as she claimed, and he knew this high-profile wedding would do wonders to restore the public’s faith in her abilities. The live-streaming furthered her reach to potential clients, and her company would no doubt bounce back.

				He felt sick. She needed this wedding more than he’d realized. And giving her something she needed was suddenly more important to him than he’d have expected. When had making Kate Hartley happy surpassed his desire to save his brother from making a mistake?

				So much for going to see Derek.
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				“WE HAVE A PROBLEM,” Kate said, appearing in Scott’s office a week later. Slipping inside, she shut the door behind her.

				After leaving the bookstore without talking to her, he’d gone back and forth in his mind all evening about what to do. No matter which way he spun things, he always ended up at a standstill. His gut told him he had to tell Derek the truth, but another part of him—his heart, maybe—was telling him something different. Before he knew the woman in front of him, it hadn’t mattered. But now, the idea that he could potentially destroy her career made his brain hurt with indecision.

				Click, click, click, turn on sexy superhigh heels, click, click, click the other way. “Did you hear me?” she asked, licking the corner of her mouth.

				He held up a hand to stop her. “You’re making me dizzy.”

				“The flowers didn’t arrive.”

				He blinked. That was the “end of the world” fiasco? “Did you call the company?”

				“Yes, I called Studio Bloom. They said they delivered the flowers yesterday...to a hotel in Big Valley.”

				He frowned. “Why would they do that?”

				Her eyes narrowed.

				“Why are you glaring at me?”

				“You rerouted my flowers, admit it.”

				“If I’d been that clever, believe me, I’d take the credit. But this one is not on me.” Though he couldn’t help the tiniest feeling of joy at the thought of the wedding imploding on its own, without him having to be the asshole.

				The feeling quickly faded when he saw the look on Kate’s face as she started pacing again. “This is terrible... What the hell am I going to do now? I need three dozen table arrangements, chair adornments, boutonnieres...a bouquet...”

				Her voice raised an octave with each word, and he cringed, the sound vibrating in his head. “Stop. Please. Look, flowers are flowers. There’s a florist over on Bonanza Trail. I’m sure if you explain the emergency, they could slap together a few dozen...”

				She was staring at him as though he were the dumbest man on the planet, so he stopped talking.

				“Flowers are not just flowers. Slap something together? The flowers Liz and Derek ordered—”

				“Liz ordered,” he corrected.

				She shot him daggers. “The flowers the couple ordered are saffron crocus...”

				“Hey, I thought that was a spice.”

				“It is,” she said through clenched teeth. “It is also a flower that cost a large portion of the wedding budget.” She sank against the wall near the door. “I can’t breathe.”

				He hated seeing her freaking out, but he simply didn’t get it. To him, a flower was a flower. He ran a hand through his hair as he stood. “Look, this was the flower shop’s error. Can’t they fix it?”

				She took a deep breath. “They are claiming the order clearly stated delivery in Big Valley.”

				“There’s nothing in Big Valley.”

				“Just thousands of dollars’ worth of flowers. Oh, my God...” She put her head between her knees. Reaching for her hands, he guided her to her feet.

				“Stop stressing. You can figure this out. Can we get more? You. Can you get more?”

				She took a deep breath. “Francine—the owner—said they can put together new arrangements...slightly smaller...but it’s already afternoon, how are we supposed to get them here before tomorrow morning? I’d already expected to be working through the night with the last-minute decorations.”

				He stood silently staring at her, seeing the wheels turning in her frantic mind. Please don’t ask...

				Her eyes widened as her head shot up.

				Uh-oh.

				“You could pick them up in the cargo plane.”

				“No.”

				She sighed. “Is that response on autopilot in you?”

				He couldn’t suppress a grin as he took a step forward. “I don’t know. Try asking me for something else.” He touched her cheek. “Something requiring less clothing, perhaps.”

				She shrugged away from his hand, but not before an intrigued expression flashed in her eyes. “I don’t need your penis. I need your plane.”

				He almost laughed, but her request wasn’t funny. Flying to LA to pick up flowers to save the day on a wedding he still wasn’t on board with was insane. He took a deep breath, reveling in the soft, sweet smell of her—so close, so tempting...so begging with those impossible-to-say-no-to eyes. “You’re the worst.”

				She smiled. “Really? Then how come you can’t get enough of me?” she whispered in his ear.

				Immediately, his thoughts shifted to something he’d rather be doing for her that afternoon. Her completely naked and begging for another reason flashed in his mind, and he felt himself grow thicker in his jeans. He shoved his hands into his pockets to hide the effect she had on him, but it was too late.

				Her eyes flew to his crotch, and her smile widened.

				He immediately gripped her waist, pulling her hard into him. “If I do this, you owe me.”

				She stood on tiptoes and placed a soft, teasing kiss on his neck. “If you do this, I’ll deliver...anything you want.”

				“And you won’t disappear again?” Jesus, he sounded pathetic, even to his own ears.

				“Nope.”

				“Damn,” he muttered.

				“I’ll take that as a yes,” she said, freeing herself and opening the office door. “Come on, we have to hurry.”

				“We?”

				“Yeah. I’m coming with you.”

				“No, you’re not.”

				She tossed a laugh over her shoulder as he followed her down the hall. “When has that answer ever worked with me, Scott?”

				She had a point. So far she’d been winning all of the battles, taking his emotions, his common sense and unfortunately his heart as prisoners... Would he win the war? Did he even want to anymore, when it meant losing her?

				* * *

				THERE WERE FAR too many sexy layers to Scott Dillon. And she had to stop peeling them back or else she was screwed. The man had commitmentphobe written all over him—a fact he hadn’t tried to hide. And something she hadn’t cared about when he was just a sexy mountain rebound fling and the thing standing between her and career rejuvenation.

				In fact, the no-strings-attached sex combined with their battling over this wedding had made things...exciting.

				But she was starting to get too close. He was right when he’d said they were playing a dangerous game. Allowing herself to fall for a guy who wasn’t relationship material was a dumb idea. She’d just spent the last ten months getting over a man who’d at one point actually wanted to get married. Falling for a guy who broke out in hives at the thought of a commitment would be setting herself up for more hurt. Operating her business when her own emotions were compromised, when the sight of love had made her gag, had been challenge enough. Avoiding another emotional train wreck was her only option. But damn if she wasn’t tempted by the man sitting next to her.

				He was hardworking and loyal to his family, wanting to do right by his brother. He was a hero who’d saved so many lives, yet he wanted nothing to do with the praise or spotlight. He had the most gorgeous face and a body she never wanted to let go of... Tempted was an understatement.

				A dangerous game indeed. She just hadn’t figured out how dangerous yet. All she knew was that for now, she needed to fix this disaster and keep her eyes on the prize.

				And that day, it was game on. Promising Scott anything he wanted in return for the favor hadn’t exactly been a hardship for her.

				Especially now, seeing him climb into the cockpit of his cargo plane.

				He was actually about to fly this thing. Holy hotness. Anticipation of delivering on her end of the deal manifested itself in a dull throb between her thighs as she sat in the seat next to him.

				“Buckle up,” he said, his voice gruff, as he flicked several controls on the display panel and readjusted his headset.

				She noticed a slight shake of his hand. Was he nervous? About flying? More likely, about having a passenger. He’d told her he hadn’t flown with anyone since the crash.

				Yet he’d barely put up a fight about her being his first.

				* * *

				AS THE CARGO plane left the ground and Scott headed west toward LA, his hands felt damp and clammy. It had been over two years since he’d had a passenger. Another person’s life he was responsible for. He should have insisted harder that he go alone, but unfortunately he knew Kate would have argued that he knew nothing about flower arrangements, and she’d be right.

				“The mountains are so beautiful, flying this low over them,” Kate said, her gaze out the window on her side as they reached ten thousand feet.

				“I could spend hours in the air,” he said. “Especially in winter.”

				She stared at him for a long moment before asking, “So why did you give it up? I mean, you saved lives, you were awarded a medal. You were obviously a great pilot and you loved it, so why walk away?”

				“Landing that plane safely that day was dumb luck.” How many times had he explained that to media, professionals, the medal of honor committee that honored him after the case was resolved, proving he wasn’t at fault, and he’d been offered his job back? He wasn’t a hero. He’d been lucky. But the world needed to believe in heroes. It made them feel safe. It restored their faith in humanity, and it saved the airline a lot of money in legal fees and reduced travel from worried passengers, he thought wryly.

				“I don’t believe everyone could have done what you did.”

				He navigated the plane through the mountains, and the city came into view. “Well, I couldn’t do it again,” he said honestly. He didn’t believe for a second he could repeat his actions if needed.

				“So you’ve lost your confidence as a pilot?” she asked.

				“As a commercial pilot, yes,” he said, not sure why he was making himself vulnerable to her. Despite their amazing sex, she was still a stranger. Yet he felt a pull to her stronger than just their physical chemistry. She was smart, funny, sassy as hell, and somehow he knew he could trust her, be himself with her. Which was stupid. Making himself unavailable to women had kept him free of heartbreak all these years, and that was the way he’d intended on living his life since Amy. Watching Derek mend his heart over and over had been more than enough. “Besides, I like my quiet, complications-free life in Big Bear,” he said. Though whether the words were to prevent her from getting any ideas about where things were headed between them or to remind himself, he wasn’t sure.

				She nodded. “Yeah. I like my life uncomplicated, too.”

				He glanced at her, hoping something in her expression would reveal if she meant that or not, but she’d turned her attention to the view outside her window.

				The airstrip came into view, but he veered slightly right instead.

				“Where are we going?” Kate asked.

				“Thought you might like a tour of the city you live in,” he said, flying the plane over the high-rise buildings in the downtown core.

				She smiled as she sat closer to her window to peer at the scenery below. “I can see why this lifestyle appeals to you. Living in the small town in the mountains and being able to get to the city within twenty minutes. You get the best of both worlds, really.”

				“But you’re happy with your city life? You’d never want to explore the option of life in a small town?” He wasn’t sure why he’d asked, and the look in her eyes when she turned to face him made him wish he hadn’t. The question had sounded too loaded. Not at all casual conversation, but more like an invitation.

				She bit her lip. “I’ve never had a reason to consider it,” she said finally, her gaze locked with his.

				Damn. He wasn’t giving her one, if that was what she was assuming. At least, he didn’t think he was. That hadn’t been his intent. “Over there in the distance, you can see city hall,” he said, changing the subject by adopting the role of tour guide as they continued their circle around the city. “And the US Bank Tower.”

				“Definitely a spectacular view from here,” she said.

				He checked his watch and said, “We should probably land. It’s after four.”

				She nodded, looking as reluctant to end their time in the air as he was. “Yeah, you’re right. The store will be closing soon.”

				“I’ll be sure to take the scenic route back,” he said and she smiled. And for the first time, he relaxed, having her there with him. It was nice to share the air with her. Show her the views he loved. Have her experience the thrill of it the way he did.

				It was nice to be near her. Too nice.

				Landing the plane moments later, he unbuckled his seat belt. “I have a Jeep parked just over there.” He pointed to the rusted old vehicle.

				She nodded, but sighed when her seat belt buckle stuck. “This is jammed,” she said, tugging on it.

				He moved closer and pressed the release, yanking on the belt, but it was stuck. “Sorry, no one has used this one before.”

				“I’m glad I was the first.” Her soft expression when she looked at him made him give in to the urge to kiss her. Forgetting the seat belt, he wrapped an arm around her, drawing her as close to him as the constraint allowed, savoring the taste of her peach lip gloss. The smell of her vanilla-scented perfume hadn’t been noticeable before, but now, as he held her tight to his chest, it filled his senses and he deepened the kiss. His tongue explored her mouth and her hands stroked his neck, her fingers creeping into his hair.

				She broke away slightly to capture his bottom lip, biting gently as she opened her eyes to stare into his. The message in them was clear, and his jeans immediately grew tighter at his crotch. Damn, she could turn him on so easily.

				And her appetite for sex was sexy as hell.

				Reaching for the belt again, he pressed harder and pulled it free. Then, without breaking the connection with her mouth, he guided her out of the chair and stumbled backward into the cargo section of the plane.

				“Are we really doing this here?” she asked, wide-eyed, a look of excitement on her beautiful face.

				“Either here or the Jeep, because I’m not waiting any longer,” he said grabbing a blanket and spreading it out on the floor.

				She was already removing her jacket, tossing it aside.

				The sight of her slim-fitting lace-trimmed tank top, hugging her perfect breasts, the tempting cleavage peeking over the top, had his mouth watering. He reached for the hem of the top and yanked it off. She reached behind her back and unclasped her bra, glancing at her watch as she tossed it onto the pile of her discarded clothing. “We need to hurry.”

				“Not a problem,” he said, grabbing her waist and laying her down on her back on the blanket. He pushed her skirt up, not wasting time removing it, and tore her silky underwear down her legs quickly, giving him access to her pussy.

				Unbuttoning and unzipping his jeans, he moved the denim and his underwear down over his ass, freeing his already hardened cock. Then, reaching for his wallet, he produced a condom. “I came prepared this time,” he said, tearing it open and rolling it on. If she wanted fast, he could give her fast.

				Fast and hard.

				She raised her knees and wrapped her legs around his waist as she grabbed his shirt to pull him closer.

				He slid the length of his cock between her folds, rubbing back and forth against her clit.

				Her breath quickened as she lay back and closed her eyes, her back arching to give him better access.

				He gripped her hips as he continued to stroke along the outside of her body, feeling her wetness through the condom and his own throbbing member growing thicker. “Do you want me, Kate?”

				She nodded eagerly, biting her lip as her hands gripped the blanket beneath her.

				“Say it.”

				“I want you, Scott.”

				“Say it again.” He dipped just the tip inside and slowly pulled out.

				“I want you inside me, please,” she begged, her legs trembling around him.

				The woman was driving him insane. He could barely hold back his orgasm and he hadn’t even felt her tight folds accepting him and clenching around him yet.

				He took a deep breath as he slid the length of himself into her body, torturously slow, feeling every inch of her wrapping around every inch of him.

				She moaned, the sound growing louder, more frantic the deeper he pushed. “Am I hurting you?” he asked.

				“No,” she croaked, lifting her hips to give him deeper access.

				His balls rested against her ass and he dug his fingers into her hips as he slowly slid back out. He felt her muscles tightening with the deliberate in-and-out movement that was killing him as much as it was tormenting her.

				“Faster, Scott. Harder,” she pleaded, writhing and wiggling beneath him, rocking her hips to try to force a faster release.

				And while he could have continued the slow, torturous pace all night, they did need to hurry. “Okay, baby, hang on,” he said, sitting back on his heels and bringing her up to straddle his lap. Then, gripping her ass, he pumped her up and down, fast and hard.

				She tossed her head back, her hair coming loose from her bun as her head whipped back and forth in the frantic, desperate pace. His fingers separated her butt cheeks and started an exploration of their own, and she was panting and clutching him in appreciation.

				“Yes, yes, that feels fucking incredible, Scott,” she said, her breath warm against his cheek.

				He lowered his mouth to her neck and sucked on the delicious skin there, her collarbone, her shoulder, while lifting her up and down over him.

				“I’m going to come,” she said, and he immediately felt her muscles contracting and convulsing around his cock.

				The tightness of her warm, wet body had his own orgasm mounting, and he held her down tight over him as he pushed his hips upward, going deeper, making her cry out as he went completely over the edge.

				Exhausted and spent, she collapsed against him, fighting to catch her breath, and he held her tight as the aftershocks rippled through his body. “Fuck, pretty girl, you’re right—I can’t get enough of you,” he said. Which was a problem.

				A big one.

				* * *

				“I’M NOT SURE how this could have happened. I know the order was rushed, but Big Bear and Big Valley are two very different places.”

				The flower shop’s owner, Francine, sent Kate a look suggesting exactly what she thought about a wedding in Big Bear, Big Valley or any other small town with Big in the name. “Not really.” She reached under the desk and pulled out a binder of orders. Flipping to the month before, she searched for Kate’s order. “Anyway, see? The order says Big Valley.”

				Kate’s face paled as she scanned it. Her argumentative fire visibly dimmed, escaping as puffs of shame smoke from her red ears. “It does say Big Valley.”

				Francine’s smile was too quick for Scott’s liking. The woman with spiky red hair and wide-rimmed black glasses was a little too eager to let Kate take all the blame for this. “But I’m sure it could have been written down wrong...by one of your employees.”

				Kate shook her head. “This is Janet’s writing. She scanned and emailed this order over.”

				Scott swallowed hard, once again saying a silent prayer of thanks for Cameron. The woman running his resort was errorproof.

				Kate took a deep breath and then, folding the paper, she placed her hands on the desk and scanned the shop. “Okay, what can we put together?”

				The store owner frowned. “Kate, we are closing in ten minutes. I’d stay, but I have a dinner date.”

				Kate’s face took on a new look of panic.

				“But we have ten minutes?” Scott said, already reaching for a red rose.

				Kate’s wide-eyed expression, full of surprise and appreciation, made any lingering doubt about trying to salvage this for her disappear.

				Francine sighed, checking her daisy-shaped watch. “I guess I can stay an extra twenty minutes. But not a minute more.” She ripped the rose from his hand, and he winced.

				“Ow,” he said, licking the three blood spots that immediately appeared on his palm from the thorns.

				“A Kate Hartley wedding doesn’t have roses,” Francine said, shooting him a look of disgust.

				“Excuse me,” he muttered, following the women as they disappeared toward the back of the shop, where obviously the “good” flower selection was hidden.

				Thirty-three minutes later, they had everything they needed carefully packaged and set in boxes near the front door.

				“Kate, I have to go. I’ll help you both carry these outside, but then I’m off. I’ll invoice the bride and groom?” she asked, sliding into her bright orange coat.

				He watched Kate shake her head. “Invoice me directly.”

				“Okay,” she said, unfazed, as she picked up a box and followed them outside to his Jeep. “There you are. Good luck with the wedding. I’m hoping to see more orders from you soon,” she said before rushing off across the parking lot to her vehicle.

				“Me, too,” Kate told her, and the pang of desperation in her voice made Scott’s chest tighten. “Let’s get these inside the Jeep before they start to wilt,” she said, lifting one of the boxes.

				He opened the back door and took it from her. “Why are you paying for these?” he asked, placing it carefully on the seat.

				“It was my company’s mistake. I’m not passing that bill on to Derek and Liz.”

				His gut twisted. She really would go to any length to pull off this amazing wedding.

				And here he was helping her.

				When they loaded the flowers in and she climbed into the passenger seat with the smaller bouquet box on her lap, she still looked worried, licking the corner of her lip.

				Reaching for her hand, he squeezed it. “Crisis averted—relax.”

				“Until the next one?” she asked, one eyebrow raised as her fingers wrapped around his.

				“Until the next one,” he said, feeling a whirlwind of conflicting emotions tornado in his chest.
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				“OH, MY GOD, Kate, I don’t know how you did it, but the place looks magical,” Liz said, her eyes wide as she scanned the ballroom hours later. With the help of Cameron and three other hotel employees, Kate had been able to set up the flower arrangements in the ballroom. Scott had apologized that he couldn’t pitch in, claiming he had work to do, but she was grateful for everything he’d already done. She still had trouble believing he’d actually helped her out of this mess. Did it mean he was starting to let go of his own agenda?

				Or had it just been about sex? The amazing sex in the plane was something else she’d been grateful for. So grateful in fact she’d almost ditched the setup and followed him to his office or cabin or walk-in freezer—hell, it didn’t matter. She’d drop everything and anything for him and follow him anywhere if he asked.

				Which he hadn’t, she reminded herself. His question about whether she’d ever consider life in a small town had left her tongue-tied and her mind frantic as she’d tried to decide if that was his way of saying something...or just a random question. She’d been shocked to discover she didn’t immediately know the answer. She loved the city and her life and her career...but all of a sudden Big Bear was starting to grow on her...a little.

				Not exactly Big Bear. Scott. He had her insides twisting in a way they hadn’t in a long time. Had her thinking that maybe she might be able to move on someday from the heartache that was Cooper.

				“Earth to Kate,” Liz said, waving a hand in front of her face.

				“Sorry. Thank you, I’m glad you’re happy with it,” she said, hoping her voice didn’t give away her own sudden lack of enthusiasm for the event.

				Six weeks ago, she’d been ready to make this wedding happen even if the bride turned out to be Satan and the groom pleaded for his life to be spared. A week ago, she’d been willing to put aside her nagging, going nowhere, senseless feelings for Scott and keep moving forward. But the last few days, as the wedding came closer, it was getting harder and harder to push her moral compass aside. If only she didn’t need this wedding to save her career.

				“You okay?” Liz asked in a rare display of actual concern for anything but wedding arrangements.

				“Yeah. Um... Liz, have you thought of maybe talking to Derek?” She had no idea where the words had come from, and she immediately wanted to suck them back into her stupid mouth. But that evening, as she’d arranged the flowers and started thinking about decor for Hayley and Chase’s upcoming wedding, she’d started to feel uneasy. Would she let her own brother go through with his wedding if she knew his bride was keeping such a big secret?

				“Scott’s persistent annoyingness has finally gotten to you, huh?” Surprisingly, Liz didn’t seem to be as concerned as Kate would have thought.

				Unfortunately, the bride had no idea just how much Scott had gotten to her. “No, he hasn’t.” Damn, that even sounded pathetic. “I just understand his concern about Derek.”

				Liz looked at her hands. “I’m not trying to hurt Derek. I honestly believe telling him now after so long would be hurting him more than just moving on. Scott and I will hardly even see one another after the wedding. He’s holed up here in these mountains, with only that cargo company to give a shit about. And that’s Scott. Derek and I will make a wonderful, exciting life together.”

				Kate swallowed hard, the comment about Scott’s chosen lifestyle hitting her hardest. He’d admitted himself that serious relationships and marriage were not on his priority list right now...or had he meant ever? She shook the thoughts away. “It’s really not my concern. I just thought I’d ask to see if you’ve had a change of heart.”

				“About marrying the man of my dreams? Not a chance.” Liz’s smile returned, and she stood.

				Kate’s legs felt unsteady as she got to her feet. “Well, why don’t you go get ready for the rehearsal dinner and bachelorette party tonight, and I’ll finish up here.”

				“You’re coming tonight, right? You know, to make sure Scott doesn’t do anything stupid.” She was looking at her with a message in her eyes. A very clear warning that Kate better not do anything stupid, either.

				Liz had nothing to worry about. Another day and this wedding would be behind her. Then it wouldn’t matter if she was lying about her feelings for Scott or not, because once their steamy battle of wills ended, Kate knew she’d never see him again.

				* * *

				WATCHING HIS BROTHER and Liz go through the rehearsal motions, Scott’s mind was a mess. He should have said something to Derek by now. The night before his wedding, after all the guests had arrived, after everything was paid for, thousands of dollars spent on food and alcohol, was not the right time. The longer he waited, the more impossible the task. But his brother had just gotten to the resort an hour ago, and there had been a flurry of activity as the groomsmen and bridesmaids arrived in ones and twos. Security was also on-site for the high-profile event, and without time to talk to Derek, he was feeling more than a little antsy. He hadn’t held an event in the resort before, and despite his personal conflict over the wedding, he realized Kate hadn’t been lying when she said this event and the live-streaming would do wonders for his reservations.

				The couple wouldn’t rehearse the individual vows they’d written, saving the words until the ceremony, but they went through the motions of the ring placement and the kiss, and his stomach was in knots. Derek seemed to love Liz. Scott had never seen his brother this way about anyone before—and he’d seen his brother fall for a lot of women. Would it even matter to him when—or if—he learned the truth?

				Across the room, he watched Kate work her magic, directing the groomsmen and bridesmaids back down the aisle, and his stomach did another kind of flop. Would he care? If he were in his brother’s shoes, if he were marrying the woman of his dreams, could anything make him reconsider?

				She led his mother and father back down the aisle to where the receiving line was forming, and he saw his mother smile and whisper something to her as she kissed her cheek. The effect made his palms sweat. Kate had a way of becoming more than just a wedding planner to her clients—she became a friend, a confidante, an advocate for what they wanted and a shield against anyone wanting to destroy that happiness.

				He didn’t believe for a second that it was all just an act anymore, or an attempt to save her business. At least, it wasn’t only that. She truly cared.

				Her gaze lifted to his and he nodded, but her usual smile seemed hesitant, her expression anxious. All evening, she’d seemed to be avoiding him. No doubt she was waiting for him to drop the bomb any second.

				He sighed, seeing Liz and Derek share a kiss near the front of the room.

				This his gaze returned to the beautiful woman he was unfortunately falling in love with.

				Kate had nothing to worry about. He wasn’t going to say a word.

				* * *

				KATE SURVEYED THE dining room where Liz and Derek and their wedding party entertained family and friends. The rehearsal had gone perfectly. Everyone knew where to go and what to do. The sound system inside the ballroom was working, as were the live-stream cameras Scott had paid to have installed and everything looked amazing.

				Even the brother of the groom had behaved.

				For now.

				She saw him sitting with his mother and father at a table near the window, and her heart did an involuntary flip. His mother was laughing and slapping his shoulder at the same time, and Kate knew the feeling. Scott had a way of being the biggest pain in the ass that you just couldn’t help but love. She’d seen him helping his father get around the resort earlier that day as well, and it had really hit home to her how much his family meant to him.

				How much Derek meant to him.

				He glanced toward her, and there was something in his expression that made her look away. She was certain the way she was feeling about him was written all over her face, and she couldn’t let him see. They hadn’t talked about the possibility of seeing one another again after the wedding, and she had no reason to believe they would.

				“Everything was perfect,” Liz said, coming up to her. Her excited expression should have brought Kate more comfort and relief than it did.

				“Great. I’m glad you’re happy with how things turned out.”

				“I have to say, I wasn’t sure you could pull this off, but you totally did. Beyond my expectations.”

				“Well, now that everything has turned out okay, I’ll be the first to admit I was panicking as soon as you said Big Bear,” Kate admitted.

				Liz laughed. “Well, you’re coming out with us girls tonight, right?”

				“Um... I don’t think so. Tomorrow is a big day, and I should stay here and triple-check everything...”

				Liz was shaking her head. “You have to come. It’s my last night of freedom—not that there’s a shitload of trouble and fun we can get into around here,” she said with a laugh. “And besides, I have several friends you need to meet. Engaged friends.”

				Right. And that was the point of all this, right? To generate more high-end clients to rebuild her company? She needed to get her head back in the game. Across the room she felt Scott’s gaze on her. How had she let her heart get involved? This thing with Scott had been fun, but it wasn’t going anywhere. She needed to focus on what mattered. Push her feelings aside and keep her attention on her own goals, her own future. Ignoring his attempt to get her attention, she turned to Liz. “I’d love to meet your friends.”

				* * *

				HEARING A COMMOTION as he neared the lobby, Scott took a deep breath.

				The boys were ready to party. The big night before the big day was about to begin.

				He made his way toward the noise, sending an apologetic glance to the Ambleman family enjoying a late dinner in the dining room, now that the rehearsal dinner group had dissipated for the evening. “The movie stars can get a little rowdy,” he said with a tight grin.

				He knew his brother’s three groomsmen only from watching them on screen. Nick Marshall, a Daytime Emmy–nominated soap actor, shared an agent with Derek, and the two had worked on the only film Nick had successfully landed a role in the year before. Doug Bier was an up-and-coming movie producer, according to Derek, and was heading to Greece the following month with him to start shooting his latest film. They were joined by one of Derek’s high school buddies, James Dillashaw, a former contestant on one of those dating reality shows, who had turned into a legit actor whose face had appeared in almost every rom-com that year. He was the man standing next to his brother tomorrow as the best man.

				Scott ignored the tug in his chest at the thought. The fact that he wasn’t the best man shouldn’t bother him as much as it did. These were Derek’s people. He was just the pain-in-the-ass younger brother whom Derek had had to bail out too many times. Not anymore. This wedding was going to bring his resort into the black and then he could sell it.

				Though that option didn’t appeal as much to him anymore, either. Initially, he’d thought of the resort as a burden, but now that the renovations were complete, it was actually a place he was proud of. The wedding alone had doubled their yearly revenue, and a few more could turn the resort into a great investment.

				Running a hand through his hair and checking to make sure he was sufficiently disheveled to embarrass Derek, he met the group as they reached the front desk.

				Cameron obviously didn’t share his opinion of the men. His tough as nails, no-nonsense hotel manager was actually giggling and flirting...not well, he might add. He shook his head as he watched his brother lean one arm on the desk and flash a grin at Scott’s employee.

				“Can you assholes keep it down? I do have other paying guests,” he said.

				“Since when?” Derek teased, dragging him in for a hug that turned into a semiwrestling match, which he let Derek win, resulting in him being in a headlock.

				“Admit you broke Mom’s favorite teacup when we were kids.”

				Same argument they’d had since that day when he was six and Derek was nine. “I didn’t. You threw the ball in the house. I tried to save the teacup,” he said, attempting to break his brother’s choke hold.

				“Still remembering it wrong,” Derek said, releasing him and offering a hand. “Thanks for everything so far, man—the place has Liz happy, so I’m breathing easy.”

				He shook it. “That had nothing to do with me.” Kate had made all of this happen. And not without her share of setbacks—one of them being him. The biggest one, perhaps.

				He’d been wanting to talk to her all evening, but she’d been busy making things happen, and for once he didn’t want to get in her way. But they needed to talk. He wasn’t sure what was happening between them, but he did know that he didn’t want it to end. She was the first woman in so long that he’d felt himself falling for, and it terrified him.

				But not enough to make him want to run.

				“So the bachelor party—what’s the plan?” Derek asked, staring at him expectantly.

				Was he kidding? Wasn’t that the best man’s responsibility? No one told him he was supposed to organize something. “Bachelor party?” he stalled, thinking fast.

				Derek grinned. “Did you fly in exotic strippers on that tiny little charter plane of yours?”

				Nope. Not even strippers from an LA club’s amateur night. “Not exactly.”

				The other men had stopped their own discussion to listen. All eyes stared at him, and he shot the best man a look that went completely over the pretty boy’s head.

				Fantastic.

				His mind raced. Options in Big Bear were limited. He did have an open tab at the local tavern and an expensive box of Cuban cigars he’d intended to give his brother for his birthday. “I, uh...thought we’d just head over to O’Rileys, have a low-key kind of night. They have a live band on Friday nights...”

				His brother’s face didn’t exactly hide how he felt about that idea, then he grinned. “You’re messing with me.”

				Cameron reached out to touch his arm as she laughed. “Of course he is. Scott has an amazing night planned for you guys,” she said.

				His eyes widened as he shook his head.

				She ignored him. “He has night skiing booked on Masthope Mountain and then the outdoor rooftop patio reserved at Après-Ski.”

				Scott shook his head. No way. Today was Cameron’s birthday...and those were her plans. She’d been talking about this night for months. He couldn’t take the reservations that she’d pulled strings to get. And Après-Ski was the only high-end place in town. Even if he felt right stealing her reservations, his credit card probably would never recover.

				But she squeezed his arm tight to silence him when he started to protest.

				The woman deserved a huge raise. Massive raise. He’d give her one as soon as he could. Hell, maybe he should just give her the resort...once it was out of the red.

				And his brother was nodding his approval. “I’m impressed.”

				“You know Scott never half-asses anything,” Cameron said, winking at him.

				Derek laughed. “You, little lady, must not know my baby brother.”

				* * *

				OF ALL THE PLACES they had to have Derek’s bachelor party, it had to be across the street from where the bachelorette party was being held that evening? Kate sighed, seeing the men pile into Après-Ski just after ten. So much for forgetting about Scott that evening and focusing on securing new clients. Grabbing her phone, she texted Scott.

				Great location—but wasn’t Cameron’s birthday party supposed to be there tonight?

				She saved my ass, came his reply.

				Kate rolled her eyes and tucked the phone away, but it chimed again immediately.

				Why have you been avoiding me all evening?

				So he’d noticed. She sighed. “Because I’m falling in love with you and I realized too late how stupid that is” didn’t seem to be the best answer, so she simply texted, I was busy.

				You look sexy. What color underwear are you wearing?

				Glancing out the window, she peered upward to the rooftop terrace and saw him wave, leaning over the railing. Even from that distance, she could see he was dressed for the occasion in a collared white shirt, open at the neck, and pair of charcoal dress pants replacing his standard uniform of T-shirt and jeans. The temptation to text him to come and find out was overwhelming, but she had to put a stop to their fling. It was getting out of hand, and she really wasn’t interested in another heartache. One a year was her limit.

				Though, admittedly, it was probably too late.

				She held up the phone and then overemphasized dropping it into her purse, but it started ringing almost immediately.

				She shook her head, hoping he could see from across the street, but he motioned for her to pick up.

				Damn. There was no avoiding him. She moved away from the group. “What?” she hissed.

				“You didn’t answer my question.”

				“’Bye, Scott.”

				“Can I guess?”

				“No,” she said, but she felt a small tug in the corner of her mouth and she didn’t hang up.

				“Let me see...you’re not a pink kind of woman and red is far too cliché. White is too boring and black too predictable...”

				“You’re running out of colors,” she said, though she was entertained by his accuracy so far.

				“That skirt looks too light for it to be anything dark, and I can’t see a panty line anywhere—and believe me sweetheart, I’m looking—so I say peach.”

				She grinned. “Final answer?”

				“Final answer,” he said confidently.

				“Wrong. They are mint green...to match the bra.”

				“Oh, I bet that color looks amazing against your golden skin.”

				It was what had attracted her to the set in the first place, and she couldn’t even lie to herself and say she hadn’t worn them that evening in the hopes that Scott would be seeing them up close, preferably as he removed them. Which was not a good idea. Why did she have trouble remembering that when he was in front of her, looking so freaking hot and exactly like everything she should stay away from? “Don’t you have party guests to entertain?”

				“This is more fun. Try to guess mine.”

				She laughed. “No.”

				“Then let’s have phone sex.”

				“Hanging up now,” she said and this time she did, because just the sound of his voice and the mention of any kind of sex with him already had her mint-green panties feeling damp.

				* * *

				“PHONE SEX IS for teenagers,” Derek said behind him as he heard dead air on the line.

				Tucking the cell away, he sent one last look at Kate, sending the message that the conversation was far from over, and reluctantly turned to face his brother. “Hey, man. Enjoying your last night of freedom?”

				“Is that the bachelorette party over there?” Derek asked, leaning to glance toward the wine bar, where Kate had disappeared.

				“Yes,” he said, disappointed that on the last night she’d be in Big Bear, he was wasting time staring at her from across the street instead of the many other things he’d rather be doing with her.

				“There’s Liz. Man, she looks gorgeous,” Derek said, leaning against the railing.

				Scott shook the ice around in his glass, then swallowed a gulp of whiskey. “So you two are really getting married, huh?”

				Derek shot him a look.

				“Right. Yeah, of course you are...but I mean, two years... Isn’t that soon?” He’d decided not to say anything to his brother about his affair with Liz, but feeling him out to see if he had any doubts was okay, right?

				“Two years is a decade in Hollywood years. Look, man, if we’ve survived this long, with both of our careers dragging us to different countries, work demanding our focus and attention...we can go the long haul.”

				“Like a decade?” Scott teased.

				“At least seven years,” Derek said, clinking his glass and taking a swig. “Seriously, though, bro, I love her. She’s the best thing to happen to me. Liz makes every other woman I dated before seem nothing but fun, casual, no substance, no depth...like your dates.”

				He’d like to think that was still true, but the woman who’d reappeared in the window across the street and kept stealing his attention had him thinking otherwise. She could see him talking to Derek, and no doubt she was shitting herself, worrying that he might be telling him.

				“But it’s different with Liz,” Derek was saying. “She challenges me, calls me out on my bullshit...”

				“And that’s good?” he asked, feeling slightly sick as the familiar sentiments washed over him.

				“Yeah, man, it is. All I’m saying is that every day, no matter what shit hits the fan on set, or what four-car pileup happens on my drive home, I know she’s there waiting for me at the end of the day, and it makes everything else bearable. No matter where I go, she’s always home for me, man, and that shit’s real,” he said, chugging the rest of his drink.

				Scott took the empty glass. “You’re cut off,” he said, feeling nauseous. He’d never wanted what his brother had just described, never been looking for it...but the nagging thought that it might have found him anyway made him ill.

				His brother opened his jacket and retrieved some folded papers. “Here, read this.”

				“What is it? The will to your bachelor life?” Keeping the tone joking was his only defense mechanism to the turmoil happening in his mind and in his heart.

				“My vows.”

				Oh, no. He shook his head, draining the contents of his glass. “Surprise me at the wedding.” This conversation was already getting too emotional and making him think too much.

				“No. I need to know if they’re good enough. Read them. Be honest.”

				“Don’t you have a best man somewhere?” The dude was really slacking on those duties.

				His brother forced the pages into his hand.

				“Fine.” Scott cleared his throat and set the glass aside as he unfolded the pages and started to read.

				Ten minutes later, his mouth was dry and his eyes weren’t.

				Now he was cut off.

				He swallowed hard, blinking back the tears before they could destroy his reputation as the unemotional brother.

				Derek was truly head over heels for his bride-to-be. Scott had seen his brother in love before, but not like this. The adoration and respect he felt for Liz had been evident to everyone that day and were loud and clear in the vows.

				He handed the pages back.

				“Well? Good or terrible.”

				“Good. Real good.” Which somehow had his own heart feeling like garbage.

				“Great, thanks, man,” Derek said, walking away to rejoin the group.

				Leaning over the rail, Scott stared across the street at Kate. He couldn’t wait any longer. Reaching for his phone, he texted, Your room? Twenty minutes?

				He waited impatiently for the reply, then breathed a sigh of relief as he read, I’d thought you’d never ask.

				* * *

				BACK IN HER hotel room ten minutes later, Kate got undressed and climbed into the shower. She was abuzz from Scott’s text. She knew she wasn’t doing herself any favors agreeing to be with him tonight, but at that moment she didn’t care. She wanted him.

				The last few days, being around him, just knowing he was somewhere nearby in the resort as she went about finishing the last-minute details of the wedding, had given her a warm butterfly feeling in her stomach. Her attraction for him was growing and she could no longer fight the other feelings she was developing for him.

				She didn’t want to.

				He was strong and caring and determined to do the right thing by his brother, but she’d felt his turmoil that week, felt his fight dying just a little, felt his resolve weakening, and she knew his change of heart had to do with her. The thought that he might be feeling something more in their connection gave her hope.

				Lathering her body with soap, she tingled with anticipation of his touch. Maybe she should have waited for him before showering.

				As soon as the thought entered her mind, she heard something in the room. She paused. Someone had definitely entered. She heard the clicking of the door as it shut. She smiled. “Just because you own the place doesn’t mean you can walk into any room you like,” she called out, rinsing the soap from her chest and stomach. Now that he was here, he could join her.

				“I take it you were expecting someone else.”

				The sound of Cooper’s voice, his silhouette behind the shower curtain, made her blood run cold. Switching off the taps, she said, “What are you doing in my room?” She reached beyond the curtain for her towel but didn’t feel it on the hook.

				He pulled the curtain back, and she immediately covered her body. “Cooper, what the fuck? Give me the towel.”

				He handed it to her, his gaze taking in the length of her before she covered herself. She felt sick under his sleazy gaze. God, how had she ever slept with him weeks before?

				Wow, it really was over. There was no lingering desire for him or unresolved feelings, just a bad taste in her mouth and an uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach. “How did you know where I was?”

				“I stopped by your office and Janet told me.”

				She needed to have a chat with Janet about not giving out her location again. Even if Cooper was a cop. “How did you get in my suite?” she asked, climbing out of the shower and leaving the bathroom, not liking the confined space.

				“The woman at the desk gave me a key. I told her you were my fiancée.”

				“Were.” Jeez, no one was winning employee of the month that day. She’d expected more common sense from Cameron, as well. She reached for her underwear and slid them on over her still-wet body beneath the towel. She felt so vulnerable, exposed and slightly terrified at the moment, but she wouldn’t let him see that he was making her nervous.

				“We should still be together, Kate,” he said, walking toward her.

				She backed away, reaching for a sweater. “We’re done, Cooper. Get out.” She yanked the oversize sweater over her head and tossed her towel away, picking up her jeans.

				Walking toward her, he ripped the jeans from her hand and tossed them away. “No, I won’t. Not until you admit that we are not over.”

				The smell of alcohol lingered on the air between them. He was drunk. She swallowed hard under his intense, angry stare. Things had escalated quickly. He was almost unrecognizable as the man she’d once been planning a life with. She’d never seen this side of him before. She didn’t want to see it now.

				He looked truly crazed as he continued to move closer, his eyes glassy and his gait slightly off balance. Glancing toward the door, she wondered if she could make a run for it.

				Cooper was in civilian clothes and thankfully she didn’t see his gun on him, but he was still fast... He wouldn’t hurt her, would he?

				The fact that she thought he could made her want to vomit. She’d been ready to marry this guy. Chase had been right. The eight months she’d been with him hadn’t been long enough to know the real him, obviously. “Cooper, what we had was great, but you know it wasn’t right—that’s why you didn’t go through with the wedding,” she said carefully, trying another tactic. Making him angrier didn’t seem like a good idea. Everyone was still out partying, and she knew the rooms next door were empty. No one would hear her if she screamed. She checked the clock. Still ten minutes before Scott was scheduled to arrive. God, she hoped he was early...and not delayed.

				“I panicked,” Cooper said, his expression softening a little as he reached out to touch her arm.

				She stiffened.

				“But I realize now I want you back. I need you back, Kate.” His words slurred slightly as he moved closer and tried to kiss her.

				She turned her head so that his lips made contact with her cheek.

				His expression turned hard again as he gripped her face in one hand. “You were expecting someone else when I came in. Who?” His cold tone made her shiver and she tried to move away, but he held her in place. One hand squeezing her face, the other gripped her arm so tight she could feel his fingers digging into her muscles.

				She hesitated. If she told him the truth, would he let her go? Would he realize she’d moved on? She didn’t think so. So far his actions weren’t those of a rational man. What was he hoping to achieve, showing up here unexpected and drunk?

				“No one.”

				“Liar,” he spat. “You really are screwing that resort owner—the guy who owns the place.”

				She forced her arm free and removed his hand from her face. Stepping back, she reached for the phone.

				He lunged forward and stopped her, yanking the cord from the wall.

				Shit. She should have gone for the door. Her heart pounded in her chest and her palms sweat. “Cooper, please leave. We can talk about things when I get back to the city.”

				“I don’t want to talk anymore,” he said, grabbing her again and flinging her onto the bed.

				She struggled to get back up, but he pushed her back down. “You’re such a slut, Kate. Having sex with me one week, then this guy the next week,” he said, dropping onto the bed on top of her. His rough hands held her shoulders down and his legs pinned hers. “Do you really think I’m letting you go?” he murmured against her ear, kissing her neck roughly.

				Tears of fear gathered in her eyes as she started to wiggle beneath him, desperate to get out from under him.

				She couldn’t breathe under his full weight, and she couldn’t move. “Cooper, please...” She heard desperation in her tone, and he laughed.

				She stilled, trying a different approach. “Okay, Cooper, you know what, you’re right. We’re not over.” The lie sickened her, as did the forced sweet sound of her voice. “Just let me up...and we can do this the right way,” she said, hoping she sounded convincing.

				He pulled back to look at her, and for a moment she thought she might have gotten to him, but a second later his palm connected with a loud slap to her face. “You’re really something. Do you think I’m that stupid, Kate? No, you’re not getting up until I’m done with you,” he said, pressing his forearm against her chest, making it even harder to breathe, as he reached down to unbutton his jeans with the other hand.

				Panic rose in her constricted chest.

				She had to get him off her. She looked around for a weapon, anything she could hit him with, but found nothing.

				“Tell me you want me to fuck you, Kate,” he demanded.

				Like hell she would. She struggled under him, pushing her hips up to try to heave him off her, but nothing worked. He was too big, too strong and too angry.

				Then taking a deep breath, she thought back to the self-defense class Chase had insisted she take. What had they taught her? Stay calm, keep a clear head and look for opportunities.

				When Cooper’s unsteady hand struggled with his zipper and he removed his arm from her chest, she saw one. Leaning forward, she came up hard, head butting him. The impact rattled her brain, but luckily it sent him spinning, as well. Long enough for her to free her arms and push hard against him.

				When he fell back slightly, she rolled out from under him quickly and got back to her feet.

				“That’s it. I just came here to show you what a mistake you’re making by forcing me to continue to grovel...” Cooper said, walking toward her.

				That’s what he thought? Anger replaced fear in her chest, and she actually stormed toward him, catching him slightly off guard with her failure to retreat. Then, seeing the opening in his pants, she went for it. Reaching inside, she grabbed his balls with her right hand, squeezing hard.

				He bent slightly, his eyes wide. “Damn, Kate. I can’t breathe,” he said, his eyes wide, a look of pain on his face.

				“Good. Now listen to me. If you ever come near me again, I’ll cut these off. Understand?” she asked, twisting slightly.

				He groaned and nodded. “Just let go.”

				Not until he was out of her room. Still gripping him, she pushed him toward the door.

				He stumbled backward until they reached it.

				Opening it, she finally released him as she pushed him outside into the hall.

				Right past Scott.

				“What’s happening here?” he asked, coming to stand between her and Cooper, his expression indicating he knew exactly what was going on.

				“Cooper was just leaving while he still has his balls intact,” she said, her voice strong and clear and angry, no trace evident of her previous fear or the adrenaline-induced shakiness she felt.

				“Kate...” Cooper started, but Scott grabbed him by the shoulders and stopped him from getting any closer.

				“The lady told you to leave.”

				“I just want to—”

				“Get the hell out of here!” Scott’s voice raised, and Cooper straightened, looking like he was still in pain.

				Good.

				“Fine, I’m going,” he said.

				“Wait, not before I do this.” Winding back, Scott delivered a solid right hook to Cooper’s jaw, staggering him.

				Cooper’s hand went to his face. “You just assaulted a police officer,” he said.

				“I don’t see a uniform,” Scott said, guiding Kate into the room, closing the door and locking it.

				Immediately, his arms went around her tight. “You okay?” he asked, kissing the top of her head.

				She nodded. She was, but it still felt wonderful being in his arms. After the initial surprise of Cooper’s attack and her momentary panic, things had come into focus and she’d known one thing—she needed to protect herself at all costs.

				“We should call the cops.”

				“No,” she said, pulling back slightly.

				“What?” He looked at her as though she were crazy.

				“Don’t worry. I’m not letting Cooper get away with this. I’ll talk to my brother as soon as I get back to LA. He’s a police officer. But right now we have a resort full of Hollywood’s finest, not to mention potential future resort guests...no one will benefit from having the cops here tonight. Besides, we need sleep for the big day tomorrow.”

				He stared at her, his expression full of concern but also admiration and respect. “After whatever just happened in here, you’re still focused on this wedding?”

				She knew it was probably crazy, but Cooper had already taken so much from her. She refused to give him the satisfaction of ruining this, too. Besides, Scott probably wouldn’t understand, but Cooper’s attack that evening paled in comparison to his betrayal. As scared as she’d been at first, once she’d taken control of the situation, she’d known she’d be okay. “Yes. The wedding is all that matters,” she said, though her heart was telling her that she cared about so much more.

				Weeks ago, Scott had been nothing but a barrier to getting what she wanted, but things were different now. She was falling in love with him.

				He hugged her close and rested his head on hers. “Does anything take you down, Kate Hartley?” he asked.

				She moved in closer, holding him tight.

				Only him.

				* * *

				HE WASN’T THRILLED that Kate refused to call the police, but he understood and he felt better knowing that her brother was a cop. “I’m staying with you tonight,” he said. It was getting late. In a few hours the sun would be rising, and he didn’t intend on leaving her side until it did. His heart was still thundering in his chest, and he wished he’d arrived sooner.

				Not that Kate had needed his rescuing. She was one hell of a woman.

				“I’m okay now. Really, Scott,” she said, moving away from him.

				“I’m staying.”

				“The wedding is tomorrow. You need your rest. I’m safe. Cooper’s not coming back.”

				He took several steps toward her and wrapped his arms around her again. “It’s not for protection, I know how anti–damsel in distress you are,” he said, kissing her forehead. “I’m staying because I want to be with you.” He pulled her into him and held her tight.

				“In that case, you can stay,” she said, standing on tiptoes to kiss him.

				She tasted so delicious and he ran his hands up her back and shoulders through the wet hair at her neck as he held her head in place to deepen the kiss. All night he’d been waiting for this, but... He reluctantly broke away. “Are you sure about this?”

				She nodded as she pulled him toward the bed. Going to one side, she pulled back the bedsheets and climbed in. He removed his clothes quickly, then slid in next to her, turned her to face him and held her in close.

				For the first time he didn’t want to have sex with her. He wanted to hold her. Make her feel safe...and loved. There was no longer any doubt in his mind that he was in love with her. Where they went from here, he didn’t know, but he wanted there to be more to this thing they had.

				She snuggled in closer and he breathed in the smell of her hair, still damp from her shower. “So tell me something...”

				“Hmm?” she mumbled, kissing his chest.

				Her lips felt cool against his warm skin. “Have you always had the ability to drive men insane?”

				She laughed softly. “Who else am I having that effect on?”

				“Me,” he said, tilting her chin up to kiss her.

				She gazed at him sleepily. “Should I be sorry?”

				“No. You drive me crazy in only the best possible way, Kate,” he said, stopping himself before he said any more. They’d both had a long, eventful night.

				Now was not the time to tell her he loved her.

				But he could show her. Suddenly he needed to show her.

				Rolling her onto her back, he placed his hands on her cheeks and slowly lowered his mouth to hers. Her lips were so soft, so inviting... Immediately his earlier anticipation returned. He slid his tongue along her bottom lip, capturing it with his teeth to bite gently.

				She moaned against his mouth and wrapped her arms around his neck to draw him closer.

				He slid a hand under her sweater, along her ribs, down her stomach, over her hip and all the way back up to cup one breast. Massaging gently, he was careful not to move too quickly or be too forceful. After the incident with her ex, he was already feeling slightly guilty for putting the moves on her, but he was desperate to communicate how he was feeling about her, and words were difficult.

				But she deepened the kiss and clung to him with a passion and desire that melted his guilt quicker than ice in a hot tub, and a second later, he’d rolled them both so that she was on top.

				Giving her the control to stop or keep going, he was relieved when she straddled him and removed the sweater to give him a full view of the body he’d been dying to see all night. “It’s too bad I missed that panty and bra set,” he said, putting his hands on her hips and guiding her back and forth against him.

				“It is. They were really hot,” she said with a smirk, and his heart nearly exploded. Thank God she was okay. He couldn’t help but wish he’d been the one to save her from her ex, but Kate was not a woman who needed saving.

				Staring up at her, he found it hard to breathe as her gaze locked with his. Her hair falling loose around her shoulders and into her face as she rocked back and forth, pushing her pelvis forward, she was the sexiest thing he’d ever seen.

				How was he supposed to live without this? Without her? She was the only woman in so long that he wanted to spend more and more time with. The more he was with her, the more he wanted to be. Could they try to make things work when she returned to LA? Did she want that?

				Feeling his desperation rise along with his desire, he reached into the drawer next to the bed and retrieved the condoms he’d put there, just for her.

				She laughed, moving off him just enough to open the other drawer in the bedside table on the other side of the bed. Retrieving her own long line of condoms, she held them up. “I think we may be overstocked now,” she said.

				Ripping his open, he slid it on, then removed her underwear, and he pulled her back down on top of him. “Nope. That looks like just the right amount for tonight,” he murmured against her lips as he entered her body. He wasn’t even kidding. He wanted to spend the night making her come over and over.

				She tensed around him and kissed him hard. Then, pulling away, she stared into his eyes as he moved slowly in and out of her body.

				Her expression changed, a look of worry flashing in her eyes. “You okay?” he asked.

				She nodded. “Scott, let’s not tell anyone about tonight, okay?” she whispered.

				He swallowed hard as he brushed her hair away from her face. “Which part? The Cooper thing, or...” The falling in love with her thing? He chickened out, unable to say the words. “Or this?”

				A look of affection replaced the worry in her eyes as she said, “All of it.”

				He nodded as he kissed her again. “Don’t worry, I won’t say a word.”
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				HE NEEDED COFFEE. Lots of it.

				And at four thirty in the morning, he’d have to make it himself. Though it was worth it for the quiet alone time. He hadn’t slept at all.

				Lying next to Kate in bed, going back and forth in his mind about what to do about them had been torture. He’d almost told her he loved her. He felt their connection growing stronger, and he knew she felt it, too, but what if she wasn’t falling as fast and as hard for him as he was for her?

				Damn. How had he let himself fall for a woman in this situation? He’d been doing so well keeping women at bay and his life simple, and then one hurricane of a woman had turned his world upside down in a few short weeks.

				He’d meant to tell her that he wasn’t going to interfere with the wedding, but the events of the night had pushed the thought to the back of his mind, and she was still sleeping peacefully when he’d slipped out that morning.

				Strangely enough, he was no longer questioning whether keeping the secret for life was the right thing to do. For so long, he’d been comparing what had happened with Liz to what had happened with Amy, and he realized now that the two were completely different. He’d been in love with Amy and her deception had gone on for months. The mistake with Liz had been just that—a mistake.

				He had to move on and let go of the past.

				Running a hand through his hair, still damp from the shower, he walked into the hotel dining room.

				And stopped.

				Liz sat alone at a table near the window, scribbling furiously on a notepad. Dressed in a hotel robe and slippers, her usually perfect hair all disheveled and not a trace of makeup on her face, she was almost unrecognizable.

				The urge to turn around and walk back out was strong, but the coffeehouse on Main Street didn’t open for another hour. Besides, he knew he had to clear the air with the woman who would become his sister-in-law in twelve hours.

				He cleared his throat as he approached, and she glanced up. Seeing tears brimming in her eyes, he struggled with a new urge to flee. “Hey, you’re up early,” he said awkwardly.

				“Why doesn’t the hotel have coffee in the rooms?” she asked, but the intended insult lost its ammunition as it was followed by a sniff.

				“Coffee and condoms,” he muttered. First order of duty once he survived the day.

				She frowned. “What?”

				He shook his head. “Nothing. I’m making coffee now,” he said, going to the kitchen. While it brewed, he rested his hands against the counter. So much for some alone time to figure out what to do about Kate.

				He knew one thing for sure—he was screwed. He’d messed up big-time allowing himself to get involved with her. She was a big-city career woman whose company was going to explode once this wedding went live. Once she left there that evening, he’d never see her again. She’d never willingly come back to Big Bear.

				Maybe sabotaging the wedding would have served a greater purpose, but he knew he couldn’t do that to her...or his brother and Liz.

				Pouring the coffee, he carried two cups to where Liz sat, setting one in front of her.

				“Thanks,” she said, her head down over her notepad.

				“Sure.” He headed toward the covered wraparound deck outside, facing the mountains, but stopped when she called out to him. “Yeah?” he asked turning.

				“Why haven’t you told him yet? Are you just waiting until the vows—to make the biggest impact?” She looked devastated as she asked, and he felt like an asshole.

				He walked back, put down his cup and pulled out a chair. Sitting, he said, “I’m not going to say anything. I still think he deserves to know...but...” His knees bounced, and he wiped his palms against his thighs. “He loves you. You two are happy together. And that night...was nothing. Not compared to the life you two could have together. I’m not taking that away from Derek,” he said, the words coming out in a rush or he wouldn’t get them out at all.

				The look of relief on Liz’s face was immediately followed by tears.

				Uh-oh.

				“Scott, you need to help me.”

				That was debatable. Wasn’t he doing enough keeping his mouth shut?

				“These vows. I’m coming up with nothing.”

				He swallowed hard. Best not to tell her that his brother had poured his heart and soul into three pages. “Well, just write why you love him...why you want to marry him.” Seriously? She was asking a confirmed bachelor for advice on happily ever after? He shouldn’t have come into the dining room. A cola from the vending machine would have been caffeine enough, without this emotional disaster.

				She stared at him.

				“Oh, come on, you’re overthinking it.” He leaned forward on the table and took the pen and notepad from her trembling hand. “What was your first thought the moment you saw him?” A memory of the moment he first saw Kate, stuck in the ditch and hauling her sexy ass over a snowbank, flashed in his mind, and he pushed it away as he waited.

				Liz smiled finally. “That he was an arrogant ass.”

				Okay... “Second thought?”

				“That I was going to marry him someday,” she said with a laugh. “He was so confident and self-assured, and when he directed on set, his presence just commanded respect.”

				He nodded, writing several notes on the notepad.

				“And your first date—how did that go?” His own time with Kate could hardly be classified as dating...their lunch was the closest thing, then they’d run into Cooper. His grip tightened on the pen. He still couldn’t believe anyone could hurt a woman that way, and he was still fuming about the attack the night before.

				“Scott?”

				He blinked. “Oh, yeah, sorry—first date?”

				While she talked on and on about that first night with his brother, she became more excited, and finally she snatched the pen back. “Okay, I think I got it now.”

				He nodded as he stood. “Great.” He grabbed his coffee, feeling more conflicted than ever. “See you at the wedding.”

				“Hey, Scott?”

				“Yeah?”

				“Thank you.”

				“Yeah.”

				* * *

				WHEN WOULD SEEING a beautifully decorated ballroom not pack such a punch?

				Kate released a deep breath, swallowing the lump in her throat as she scanned the room. The chairs were all covered in starched white linen, small satin bows tied on the ends—a dark chrome indicating the bride’s side, a deep lavender for the groom’s. The white altar archway was wrapped in lilies and saffron crocus, and a white carpet led the way from the doors at the back of the room to the altar.

				Round tables of eight were set up at the other end of the ballroom, ready for the reception, their own adornments perfectly in place. White tablecloths with bouquets of flowers in the center and tiny tea lights floating in fishbowls gave them a beautiful, elegant feel. Strings of flickering white lights hung from the ceiling and combined with the tea lights would be the only source of light once evening fell and the reception started.

				She accomplished the design she’d envisioned—in six short weeks, she’d pulled this off. The wine had been delivered the day before and was chilling in the resort’s cellar, Scott had brought in extra waitstaff for the evening, and the security for the high-end event knew their places and responsibilities. The guests had all arrived. The rehearsal dinner had gone smoothly... Still, Kate felt ill.

				The night before she’d put on a brave face, but she was shaken by Cooper’s attack. This was a man she’d trusted, a man she’d loved, one she’d been ready to marry. How could she have been so wrong about him?

				Did anyone truly know anyone else?

				An image of Scott flashed in her mind. His expression the night before had made her chest ache. The thought of departing from Big Bear after the wedding left her feeling hollow. Despite the very real lesson on trust the night before, she was foolishly tempted to trust him.

				She wasn’t sure what they even had. Casual sex? At first, sure. Amazing casual sex sparked by a competitive fuel that only enhanced the passion and tension between them.

				But at some point that had changed. The world had shifted. She hadn’t been able to find the words the night before, but she knew she was falling in love with him.

				She shook off the thoughts. Following her heart had gotten her into enough of a mess. Maybe if things had been different. If they hadn’t been enemies from the start...if she hadn’t already been betrayed in the final hours.

				Crossing the room, she checked to make sure that the camera equipment was still working, and her anxiety rose to a whole new level. Live-streaming the wedding would either lead to success like she’d never had before or put the final nail in the coffin of her career.

				And it all rested in the hands of the man she was inconveniently falling in love with.

				“You pulled it off.” Derek’s voice behind her made her turn.

				She forced a smile. “It all came together.”

				He glanced around the room. “Admittedly, I know nothing about wedding designs, but this really is beautiful.”

				“Thank you,” she said. “Liz knew exactly what she wanted—I just executed.” She reached out to straighten the Reserved sign hanging at the end of the front row of chairs.

				“Liz is definitely a woman who knows what she wants,” he said with a laugh. “And she usually gets it.”

				Kate studied the groom. She’d seen her share of grooms. This guy displayed no sign of hesitancy, no cold feet, no nerves. “So you’re ready? Do you need anything?”

				He nodded then shook his head. “All I need is Liz. I could have eloped and been happy.”

				Kate stared at him. Derek obviously loved his bride. She felt a tightening in her chest. What would he think if he knew? Would it change his opinion of his wife-to-be?

				No one ever really knew someone else. That thought was on replay in her mind.

				Would not knowing the secret his bride was keeping ultimately lead to a broken heart for Derek?

				The idea of him feeling anything close to what she’d experienced with Cooper made her uneasy.

				This was his life, his gamble. She wouldn’t interfere.

				“You’re sure you want to get married?” she heard herself ask. Where had that come from?

				He looked at her with a surprised expression, then he nodded. Taking a step toward her, he touched her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Kate. I’m not going to change my mind at the last minute. This is one groom you don’t have to force down the aisle.”

				* * *

				THREE HOURS LATER, Kate knocked on Liz’s door and was surprised when the bride answered, already in gown and shoes. She felt another involuntary pang in her chest.

				“You look stunning,” she said. Dressed in a mermaid-style gown that beautifully accentuated her tiny waist and curves, strappy silver heels and a simple strand of pearls around her neck, Liz would be the envy of brides everywhere. With her blond hair piled high in a tight bun and her makeup airbrushed to perfection, she could be on the cover of a bridal magazine.

				Kate couldn’t have asked for a more ideal bride for the wedding that could resuscitate her career.

				Liz beamed. “Thank you. Come in,” she said, moving back to let Kate in.

				The bridesmaids, too, were all dressed, their chrome-colored gowns picking up shades of silver and purple with the light. The color would look amazing on camera. Their hair and makeup done, they sat sipping mimosas as Isaiah took snapshots.

				Kate moved to the left, so as not to be in the photos, only partially hearing the conversations and laughter around her.

				Unexpectedly, surrounded by the sights and sounds of a wedding, she felt the hurt of her own failed day like it was new.

				She forced a breath. She had to pull it together. Two of the three bridesmaids in that room had approached her the night before at the bachelorette party with interest in her services, and she knew if things went well today, she’d be surrounded by ribbons and lace in the fall.

				Drowning in it?

				“Kate, get a picture with me,” Liz said, motioning her closer.

				“Oh, you don’t want one of me,” she said, waving a hand, but the blonde reached for her wrist and pulled her closer.

				Liz wrapped an arm around her waist and Kate reluctantly placed hers around the bride as Isaiah lined up the picture. She managed a smile, then stepped away as soon as the camera flash finished blinding her.

				Liz held on to her arm. “Today is going to be perfect,” she said, and Kate couldn’t tell whether or not it was a statement or an order.
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				AS THE MUSIC began and the bridesmaids and groomsmen started down the aisle, Kate felt nauseous. Everything was perfect. She’d pulled off the wedding of the century, which was currently live-streaming for all of California and beyond to see. She knew her client list would explode the moment the couple said their vows, but her heart was thundering and she couldn’t breathe.

				From her perch at the back, she saw Scott sitting next to his parents in the front row on the groom’s side.

				He looked so handsome in his charcoal suit, white dress shirt and dark gray tie. So different from the man who looked so comfortable and relaxed in jeans and a T-shirt, but gorgeous in an entirely new way. His hair was gelled in a perfect mess, and she couldn’t control the memories of running her hands through it the night before from resurfacing.

				He’d smiled at her when he’d entered the room moments before, and she’d felt her knees go weak. The way she was feeling about him was confusing her, torturing her...could she trust that the outdoorsy playboy wouldn’t break her heart?

				More importantly in that moment, could she trust him not to ruin her career? Was he going to say anything? Was he going to stop the wedding? Waiting until the couple was standing at the altar would be cruel and insensitive...not Scott.

				Still, her pulse raced.

				The wedding march started, and everyone got to their feet.

				Kate swallowed hard as she watched Liz and her father make their way to the altar where Derek stood, the love and admiration for his soon-to-be wife reflecting in his eyes.

				There was no doubt in the world that Derek loved her.

				But he didn’t know everything...

				The older man kissed his daughter’s cheek and shook Derek’s hand. Smiles and tears filled the room as the couple faced one another to say their vows.

				The room felt like it was spinning, and the floor beneath her feet felt unsteady.

				So close to it being over. She’d almost done it.

				Scott turned in his seat, and his unreadable expression made the bottom fall out of her stomach. He loved his family. He loved his brother. Yet he wasn’t stopping this.

				Nor should he. Liz loved Derek. Derek loved Liz. That was all that mattered, so why were her palms sweating?

				Her mind was frantic as Derek finished his vows.

				The man had no idea what he was getting himself into.

				The bride wiped a single tear from her cheek as she opened a folded piece of paper.

				Damn it!

				“Stop!” Kate called out.

				All heads turned to look at her.

				Her knees shook as she took a step forward, out of the shadows of the room. “I need to object to this wedding,” she said.

				Scott stood, shaking his head from across the room, but she refused to look at him. Instead she turned her attention to Derek. “Derek, I’m sorry. But before you marry Liz, there’s something you should know...” She swallowed hard.

				Liz’s blazing glare burned a hole through her forehead as she continued. “The day of the plane crash two years ago...” She paused. What the hell was she doing? This wasn’t her family. This wasn’t her problem. But she was already in too deep now. Her feelings for Scott had weakened her succeed-at-all-cost resolve. She couldn’t allow this wedding to happen if it would mean hurting him, forcing him to continue living with a secret that put a silent wedge between him and his brother.

				“Liz and Scott had sex,” Derek finished before she could find her voice to continue.

				Hers wasn’t the only wide-eyed, openmouthed expression in the room.

				Liz looked speechless as she stared at him. “You know?”

				He nodded. “I’ve known for a while.”

				Every head spun to look at Scott. Liz pointed an accusatory finger at him, but he shook his head.

				“I’ve never said anything,” he told her, then, turning to his brother, he said, “but I should have. I’m sorry, bro...it happened and then you two fell in love...” His voice trailed off.

				“I should have told you, too, but I was so terrified that you would end things... I couldn’t lose you,” Liz said, her voice breaking as new tears fell.

				Kate was going to throw up. Derek had known the truth all along and still wanted to marry Liz. Floor, open up now. She’d just ruined the couple’s wedding day. Cruel and insensitive—that was her. Her hands shook and tears burned the back of her eyes. What had she done?

				“It’s okay,” Derek said with a deep sigh. “Look, that day was a nightmare for both of you. I knew it meant nothing, and in the last two years I watched you both struggle with this. I just wanted everyone to put the past behind us. That’s why I never mentioned it.”

				Liz let out a surprised laugh. “You were trying to protect us?” She walked into his arms and held on tight. “I don’t deserve someone as wonderful as you,” she said, barely a whisper, but loud enough for Kate to hear.

				God, she’d messed up. Big.

				“How did you know?” Scott asked.

				Kate wanted to yell at him that now wasn’t the time for that insignificant detail, but who was she to open her mouth anymore?

				Derek turned to face him, still holding Liz. “The news footage. I saw you two huddled together on the beach. Then when we spoke, I heard the guilt in your voice.”

				Scott hung his head. “I’m sorry.”

				Derek looked at his bride. “It doesn’t matter.” He forced Liz to look at him. “I love you. I want to marry you. And unless anyone else has anything to add that ultimately won’t matter in the least little bit, I believe there was something you wanted to say to me?” he asked her, brushing away her tears.

				The sight of true love standing at the altar was too much.

				The look on Scott’s face when she dared to look at him broke Kate completely. The sympathy and concern destroyed her.

				She needed to get out of there.

				Rushing to the doors, she escaped the ballroom as the ceremony restarted, praying that her knees would hold up long enough to get her to her room. Then she was packing her things and getting the hell out of Big Bear with as much of her heart left intact as possible. There was no saving even a single shred of her career.

				* * *

				PUSHING THROUGH THE ballroom doors as the bride and groom kissed at the altar, Scott went in search of Kate. He scanned the lobby, the dining room and glanced outside, thinking she might have needed air after the train wreck she’d created in the ballroom.

				He did. And he hadn’t been the one to interrupt the ceremony.

				He took a deep breath of fresh, mountain air, then went back inside. Going to the elevators, he hit the button for the third floor.

				He still couldn’t believe she’d done that. Everything had gone so perfectly for her. The wedding had been a success until she’d brought it to a crashing halt. He ran a hand through his hair, then loosened the tie at his neck.

				Derek had known all along. The relief of the secret being out in the open made him feel free, eased a tension in him he’d always struggled against...but now all of that rested on Kate.

				A minute later he knocked on her room door.

				No answer.

				“Kate, let me in.” He could hear her in the room. It sounded like a tornado of slamming dresser drawers and undecipherable muttering. “Kate!”

				“Go away, Scott,” she shouted.

				“I’ll get a key from the front desk.”

				“That’s illegal.”

				“It’s my hotel. Open the door.”

				She swung it open and immediately returned to throwing her things into an open suitcase on the bed.

				“What was that?” he asked, the urge to grab her and hold her so strong. But he resisted, knowing she’d push him away.

				“Career suicide. Live-streamed.” She picked up the heels she’d been wearing and tossed them into the case, then headed toward the bathroom.

				“But why? I’d decided not to say anything. I should have told you, but I assumed you’d realize when I sat still with my lips shut for so long. What on earth would have possessed you to do that?” He couldn’t believe she’d just destroyed her career like that. At least if he’d done it, he’d look like the bad guy.

				“You.” Coming from the bathroom, her arms filled with hair products and makeup, she stabbed a finger at his chest. “You got into my head. Made me wonder if Derek marrying Liz was a mistake...then the Cooper thing last night made me second-guess whether anyone could truly know someone else. I just couldn’t let him do it,” she said, looking so defeated, it broke his heart. “For the last ten months, I’ve been so focused on getting my business back, my life back, that I didn’t care what it took. I lost sight of why I started this business in the first place—because I believed in love. True love. Then after Cooper ripped that rug out from under me, the job became a mission to make sure others avoided a similar fate.”

				He understood that. Hadn’t his own motivation been to prevent Derek from feeling the same pain, the same disappointment he’d experienced with Amy?

				“But then last night, things snapped back into focus. I realized had I married Cooper, I’d have married a man that I didn’t really know. A man with a different side I’d never seen before. Derek deserved to walk into his future knowing the truth. Knowing the other side of Liz.”

				She’d been concerned for his brother? His family? Enough to risk so much. It hadn’t been about her career anymore, but about doing what was right. Protecting his family—for him? That had to mean something, right? “Kate...” He took a step toward her, but she shook her head.

				“No. Shut up. Get out,” she said, shoving him toward the door.

				He stood firm, reaching out to take the stuff from her arms.

				She tried to turn away, but he was able to grab the items and lay them on the bed. Then he reached for her hands.

				“Don’t touch me. This is your fault. If I hadn’t gotten to know you...if I hadn’t...” She stopped, staring at the floor at their feet.

				He watched her, tilting her chin upward to look into her eyes. “Hadn’t what?”

				“It doesn’t matter.” She pulled away and put the rest of her things in the suitcase.

				“It might matter,” he said, desperate to hear that she’d made this crazy, career-ending move for him. Because maybe she’d fallen for him. She’d put everything on the line because she’d been thinking about him and his family.

				Damn if it would make it impossible to protect his heart from her anymore, but he suspected he was too far gone anyway, so now he just needed to hear it from her.

				She turned, eyes blazing. “Of course it won’t matter, Scott.” She walked toward him. “You’re the guy women have a good time with. Not the one they marry.”

				It was a kick to the gut. It was the truth. She’d hit him at his core. But that was him before her. Now he wasn’t so sure he was that guy anymore.

				“You actually could be the poster boy for my book,” she said.

				Too far. Gripping her shoulders, he pulled her toward him. “Stop. Yes, I may have been that guy. And you know what? I was fucking happy being that guy. I was happy with my quiet, peaceful, casual sex–filled life...”

				She winced, but he wouldn’t stop. “But then a pain-in-the-ass woman turned my entire existence upside down, and despite everything she chipped away at every defense I have. Every defense I had. Kate, you’ve changed me.”

				He watched her swallow hard, tears brimming in her eyes, and he waited, hoping she’d hear what he was saying. Hoping she’d save him from the limb he’d just climbed out onto alone.

				“And you cost me everything,” she said, removing his hands from her arms. “Because of you, I’ve lost everything.”
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				KATE TOSSED THE last copy of her book into the trash can under the desk and resisted
					the urge to set it ablaze. Burning down the office she’d just gotten kicked out
					of wouldn’t help things. The eviction notice on the door when she’d crawled into
					her office that morning hadn’t hit her as hard as she’d expected. She’d known it
					was coming. Had desperately clung to the belief that she could get things back
					on track, fix the disaster her company had become, but she’d failed.

				The drive home from Big Bear had been tear-free. She suspected
					she’d cried her share of tears for one lifetime. She’d just been numb. Numb and
					conflicted and desperate to get away.

				Staring at her wedding planning books—years of collected
					bridesmaid dress fabrics in every color and texture, pictures of cake designs,
					wedding invitation samples—she wondered what to do with it all. No point in
					keeping it. She touched the cover of the first book she’d put together when she
					was only eighteen, when the dream of this business had sparked an enthusiasm and
					drive in her to make it a reality.

				Now it all came crashing down around her.

				That morning’s headline on the front page of the entertainment
					section—Wedding Planner Destroys Career in Celebrity Wedding Upset—had pretty
					much summed up her future. The article claimed it was her own failed wedding and
					the lasting emotional and psychological effects that had caused her outburst in
					trying to stop Liz and Derek’s wedding.

				And that article had been one of the kinder ones.

				Her laugh held no amusement. Saying she was a basket case was
					kinder. Fantastic.

				The other articles plastered all over online magazines that
					week all claimed she was a fraud...and the worst was the one that read, “The
					wedding wasn’t as posh and elegant as one would expect from such a high-end
					professional. Maybe Ms. Hartley’s talent has dried up. No loss to the wedding
					world.”

				That one had destroyed her.

				That wedding had been perfect. She’d never been so proud of an
					event in her life.

				Janet knocked on the door and entered quietly. “Hi. I’m all
					packed up,” she said through a sniffle.

				Her assistant hadn’t stopped crying in three days and kept
					apologizing for her mess-ups.

				Kate cleared her throat. “That’s great. Thank you, Janet. And
					as I said, please don’t worry about a new job. I’ll provide a reference for you
					and I’ll pay your salary until you get settled.” Despite the flower mishap and
					the Cooper thing, Kate couldn’t blame her assistant for this turn of events.

				“I have another job,” she blurted out.

				The blows kept on coming. Kate forced a smile. “That’s
					wonderful. Where?”

				“Haute Couture. They offered me a position last year...after
					your...after Cooper...”

				Kate held up a hand. “I get it. Well, I appreciate your loyalty
					in staying.”

				“Of course. You know, Kate, they might hire you, too. I know,
					it wouldn’t be the same as running your own business, but at least you’d be
					wedding planning...doing what you love.”

				Kate shook her head quickly. “It’s time for a career change for
					me, I think.” If recent months had taught her anything, it was that she had to
					learn when to let go and move on.

				Scott flashed in her mind—his look of sympathy as she’d escaped
					the ballroom. His look of desperation in her hotel room as he’d waited for her
					to say something he could cling to. But she hadn’t. In the wake of the death of
					her career, she hadn’t been able to say the words she longed to say. Hadn’t been
					able to trust herself or him enough to at least salvage one thing that she so
					desperately wanted.

				And since walking out on him the week before, she hadn’t heard
					from him. The crickets spoke volumes.

				Let go and move on. She repeated
					her new life motto several times, the heaviness in her chest only getting
					worse.

				“Are you heading out now?” she asked, coming around the desk to
					hug Janet.

				“Yes. Unless you need help...” Her gaze fell to the trash and
					she bent to retrieve the book. “I’ll take this. It’s a bestseller,” she said,
					tearing up again.

				“You don’t need it. When you find love, real love, you won’t need a how-to manual,” Kate said, taking the
					book and tossing it back into the trash. She remembered Derek’s words from the
					wedding and she swallowed the emotions rising to choke her. He and Liz had a
					real love, and she’d almost ruined it.

				She didn’t deserve to be a wedding planner anymore.

				Janet nodded, wiping her tears. “Okay, then...if you change
					your mind about Haute Couture...”

				“I won’t.”

				Alone in her office moments later, Kate sat against the wall,
					surveying the boxes of ten years of hard work, determination, sweat and
					blood...all for nothing. Where did she go from here?

				* * *

				THE TWENTY-MINUTE FLIGHT from Big Bear to Los Angeles
					had never felt so long. The last seven days had been hell.

				He’d lost count of the number of times he’d hit Send, then
					canceled before the call could connect or how many times he’d told himself that
					he didn’t need Kate Hartley.

				It was a lie each and every time. He did need her. More than
					that, he loved her.

				While her career might have taken a nosedive after the wedding,
					her outburst had done nothing to hinder the resort. That week his reservation
					lines had been lit up constantly with wedding guests rebooking future stays and
					people looking for quotes for events of their own.

				He’d barely slept that week, hardly leaving his office as he’d
					rehired the staff he’d had to let go and helped Cameron answer the phones.

				Based on the resort’s instant popularity, he projected profits
					for the following year. He had all the success he hadn’t even realized was
					important to him, but none of it mattered without Kate. He had his freedom, the
					thing he’d always claimed was most important, but it came at a cost—a big
					one.

				Turning his Jeep onto the highway, he headed toward the woman
					he loved. The success of the resort was all because of her, and there were a lot
					of things they needed to discuss. He’d seen the headlines in the newspaper
					entertainment section destroying her reputation further, and his heart ached for
					her. She’d worked so hard to rebuild her career, and he felt responsible for
					taking that away from her.

				The last thing he’d ever wanted was to hurt her by playing a
					part in destroying her career. The last thing he’d ever expected was to love her
					so much.

				And now he had to convince her of both and hope she was willing
					to give them a shot.

				This was one battle he wasn’t prepared to lose to Kate
					Hartley.

				* * *

				“KNOCK, KNOCK.”

				The sound of Scott’s voice made her jump. She stood, stumbling
					slightly on her heels. She’d been sitting there contemplating her future for so
					long, the sun had started to set outside. “What are you doing here?”

				“Was in the neighborhood,” he said.

				Right. Her heart raced at seeing him there among her unraveling
					life. Yet he was calm, cool, sexy as hell and breaking her heart even more.
					“Well, I’m just heading out.” She picked up a box, but he strode toward her and
					took it from her, placing it back on the desk.

				Then his arms went around her, and he pulled her into his
					chest.

				Every instinct told her to push him away.

				Let go and move on.

				Screw that. She rested her head against his chest, feeling safe
					in his arms. Savoring the familiar outdoorsy smell she’d missed the past week.
					Wanting desperately to find comfort in a man she was in love with.

				“Sorry I didn’t come sooner,” he whispered against her
					hair.

				“I didn’t expect you to come at all,” she said, forcing her
					voice steady as she glanced up at him. She didn’t dare try to guess why he was
					there now.

				“I couldn’t get away. My reservation line is ringing off the
					hook day and night because of the wedding and the live-streaming.”

				So his business was thriving while hers was in tatters. Great.
					Turned out he won after all. Her heart immediately put up barriers as she took a
					step back. Was that why he was there? To gloat? “That’s wonderful. Glad I was
					able to help,” she said tightly, embarrassed that he was there seeing her
					dismantled office, embarrassed that she’d immediately shown weakness.

				He nodded. “You did help. So much so that I’ve received three
					offers on the resort this week. Each one willing to pay more than the last.”

				Was he trying to kill her? She folded her arms across her
					chest. “Perfect. Happy for you. Now, I really have to go.”

				“I decided not to sell.”

				She sighed. “Great, Scott. But quite honestly, I don’t care.
					I’m glad things worked out for you. For Liz and Derek.” For everyone but her.
					“But my life is kinda up in the air at the moment, so if you could gloat
					elsewhere...”

				He took her hands and drew her toward him. “I’m not here to
					gloat. I’m here to tell you that I need you.”

				Her breath caught. Need. Not love.
					She waited.

				“I’ve had three event bookings this morning alone. I need an
					on-site event planner. Not just for weddings, but everything—family reunions,
					birthday parties...”

				Her mouth gaped. He wanted to offer her a job at his resort in
					Big Bear? That was what he thought she’d want from him? And—what? They’d work
					together and have sex on the side? She shook her head. “I’m not interested. I’m
					done with event planning.”

				“Really? Because of one little hiccup?”

				Had he not read the articles destroying her reputation and
					credibility? “Hardly a little hiccup. My career is over.” She turned off the
					lights and removed the office key from her key ring.

				“Not according to the people requesting your services at my
					resort.”

				She paused, not entirely believing him. “People want me to plan their events?”

				“Yes.” He smiled.

				His deep, gorgeous dimples buckled her knees, and for half a
					second she thought she could accept his offer of employment and casual sex...
					She shook her head. “I can’t, Scott. Thank you, but no.” He was only saying
					these things because he felt sorry for her. She didn’t want his sympathy—she
					wanted his love.

				“Okay, fine. Then move to Big Bear because you love me.”

				Her eyes widened. “I didn’t say I love you... I don’t...what
					are you... I don’t love you.” The lie was like tar rolling off her tongue.

				“All right.” He stepped toward her and, gripping her hips, he
					pulled her into him.

				“Move to Big Bear because I love you,” he said.

				She blinked. The smell of his soft cologne was making her
					dizzy, and she wanted so badly to believe the words, but she wasn’t sure she
					could ever fully trust her own heart again.

				“Kate, I love you. And I think I can live with the fact that
					you don’t love me—”

				She stared up at him. “I do love you,” she whispered, knowing
					full well she was opening herself up to another heartache, but willing to take
					the chance now. Having no other choice than to take the chance. He was
					everything she wanted.

				He grinned. “I knew it.”

				She punched his shoulder, then, standing on tiptoes she kissed
					him. Long and hard, feeling all the love he had for her in the kiss. Feeling the
					love she had for him being returned a million times over as their mouths and
					bodies connected.

				“So you’ll accept my job offer...and my love?” he whispered
					against her lips, breaking away slightly.

				“I’ll accept your love...and I’ll think about your job
					offer.”

				“Always have to be difficult, huh?”

				She beamed at him, kissing him again. Softly at first, then
					harder, more desperately, clinging to the man she’d never thought she’d be so
					head over heels in love with, a man offering her so much more than just her life
					back. She took a step back and, all business, she extended a hand. “Okay. I’ve
					thought about it and I accept.”

				He nodded. “Good.” He shook her hand.

				“But first things first—we get a damn website.”

				He kissed her hand, pulling her back toward him. “No. First
					things first—we get naked.”

				She pretended to think, then she slid her arms around his neck
					again and stared into the eyes she could get lost in forever. “For once, you’ll
					get no argument from me.”

				* * * * *
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				Beyond the Limits
 		
				by Katherine Garbera
 			
				1

				AT SIX FOOT ONE, Antonio “Playboy” Curzon immediately drew the eye. Isabelle Wolsten tried to look at him objectively. His muscles rippled and bulged with each upward motion of the weight bar he was bench-pressing, while a low, gravelly grunt captured way more than just her gaze. His short, spiky hair was drenched with sweat and stood up away from a perfectly formed scalp. He had a day’s worth of stubble on his jaw and his dark brown eyes were intense as he continued his workout.

				Aggravated with herself for even noticing, she pushed the button on the AlterG treadmill she was working out on to increase her bone density. She was one of eight women in the Cronus candidate class, and she was determined not lose her head over a pretty face.

				But, damn, Playboy was more than a pretty face. He was a sexy, muscled, rock-hard body with a drawling Spanish accent. He was all the things her mother had warned her to watch out for and everything that her secret self wanted.

				But could she really want him as much as she wanted to go to space?

				Her snarky inner voice had been her guiding star all these years. Getting into NASA had been hard. At five foot two she was at the bottom end of the height requirement. She was wicked smart—no sense in denying it—and had been determined to make her mom’s sacrifices count. Her mom had been sure that Izzy was meant for great things. She’d worked hard—an administrative assistant by day and an exotic dancer by night—and she’d saved every penny. Made sure they lived in the right neighborhoods and that Izzy went to the best schools. Her mom had endured all kinds of snide remarks so Izzy could be where she was today.

				One of an elite class of sixteen who were in the final running to fill out the last three spots on the first long-term Cronus mission. She was proud of that. Really, she was. Which was why she wasn’t going to let that hot body bench-pressing 250 pounds distract her.

				It didn’t matter that he smelled good. That his aftershave—probably something custom-made—had her thinking of long, sultry summer nights. She hit the off button before she lost her concentration and tripped over her own feet on the treadmill. She didn’t look his way as she walked to the refrigerator that was packed with water and electrolyte-heavy beverages. Everything at the Mick Tanner Cronus Training Facility was to enhance an astronaut’s ability to stay longer in space. They worked out for twice the amount of time the astronauts heading to the International Space Station did. They ate a diet that was rich in vitamins to enhance bone density, and they were monitored for the development of kidney stones.

				Music was blaring through the speakers, some kind of death metal that their second-in-command, Thor, had put on to get the blood pumping. Izzy had just missed out on that position, but, despite that, she still wasn’t a shoe-in for the first mission. Izzy finished her drink and moved over to the punching bags in the corner. She wrapped her hands and then put on the gloves, slowly finding her balance again. She wasn’t going to let Antonio rattle her, even if he’d earned his moniker honestly. They’d been in the same candidate training class more than eight years ago. He’d been this born-with-a-silver-spoon guy who had too much charm and had bought his way in, while she’d gone to the academy on a merit scholarship and a recommendation from her senator.

				She wasn’t being fair—she knew that. He’d always been a hard worker, but he’d had an easier path and she resented it. He’d left NASA and gone into the private sector to join Space Now, a company owned by a billionaire who was innovating outside of NASA. She’d thought she’d seen the last of him.

				Yeah, sometimes that chip on her shoulder showed itself a little more than she’d like. But she couldn’t help it. She’d worked for everything she had. Rich guys like Playboy seemed to just waltz through life like it was nothing at all.

				“Want me to hold the bag?”

				That voice. He spoke English way better than she’d ever be able to master Spanish. And his accent—well, damned if it didn’t undo all the resolve she’d just spent the last fifteen minutes shoring back up. She wasn’t going to fall for him. She’d been strong when she’d gone through basic training. Ignored his flirting then, and she’d do it again now.

				Except this time it was harder. She was more mature. Not as angry at the world as she’d once been, and Antonio...it seemed like experience had taught him a few things, too.

				“Sure,” she said.

				She didn’t say another word, instead picturing his strong jaw and dark brown eyes right in the center of the punching bag, and just went for it. Punched down the desire for him. Made herself believe there was nothing between them but sweat and—oh, hell, why did sweat smell so good on him?

				This wasn’t working. She dropped back and let her arms, which felt like noodles from the pummeling she’d just given the bag, drop to her sides. He watched her the way he always did.

				The intensity in his stare made her feel that he could see past all her barriers. Past the workout clothes and the prickly exterior she used to keep everyone at arm’s length.

				“Why do you do that?” he asked.

				“Do what?”

				“Look at me like I’m your enemy,” he said.

				She shook her head, dropped her gaze and cursed herself inwardly. She turned away from him and used her teeth to loosen her boxing gloves. “Don’t flatter yourself, Playboy, the only thing you see in my eyes when I look at you is a desire to make sure I stay one step ahead of you.”

				Yeah, right, and not a desire to see if his potent sexuality was the real deal or just another one of those things that looked better in the window. She walked over to the tablet mounted in the wall as she got first one and then the other glove off. Congratulating herself for leaving the encounter relatively unscathed, she entered her workout information, not paying attention to the fact that Antonio had followed her. He put his hand on the wall next to the tablet.

				Even his forearm was too muscled and masculine. She doubted this man was going to have any problems with bone density. He was six feet one inch of Grade A prime male.

				“It’s not flattery, Bombshell. I know you keep watching me,” he said. “Deny it all you want.”

				* * *

				ISABELLE WOLSTEN HAD haunted his dreams for more than eight years. Her icy gray eyes and platinum-blond hair just caught his attention. Wherever he was. But he hadn’t set his sights on outer space just to be derailed by Izzy. She’d always been a distraction for him, probably because of the no-trespassing signs she kept firmly in place. So when she gave him her not interested glare, he’d respected it.

				Their careers had taken them in different directions. She’d stayed within NASA and completed her training, and she’d been up to the ISS once. Antonio had taken a job with a private space firm, one that had allowed him to progress nicely and qualify for the Cronus missions. But he’d never been to space.

				The Cronus missions and the later Mars missions would all be joint programs combining astronauts from NASA, international programs and privately funded programs. Antonio suspected that the Cronus training facilities around the world would be as rigorous as this one, to ensure all of the astronauts were at the same high skill level.

				He kept his body in top physical form at all times. He knew how demanding living in microgravity could be. Normally he had no problems keeping his eye on the end game, but Izzy... It was hard to think of her as Bombshell, which was her official call sign, or Ice Queen, which was what the men called her behind her back. He only thought of her as Izzy. The girl he’d first met when he’d arrived in Houston and been a little bit overwhelmed by everything. His English hadn’t been as good back then, and the few conversational words she’d shared with him in Spanish those first weeks of basic training had been a balm.

				It was only as they’d both continued to progress through the program and lust had reared its head that things had changed. He’d flirted and she’d diverted his attention. He’d dated other astronaut candidates and a few of the staff, and everyone had called him a playboy. He hadn’t minded because the other guys said it with a kind of awe in their voices and the women... Well, it seemed to turn them on. But not Izzy.

				She’d always kept her distance, which made him even more aware of her. She seemed not to notice him. And though he was a grown man, a part of him wanted to do some crazy attention-grabbing stunt to make her react to him.

				As much as he lifted weights to keep his body in top condition, he also did it because he knew she watched him. Ignoring her at twenty had been one thing, ignoring her now...well, he didn’t want to do it anymore.

				If everything went as planned, he would be spending most of his life outside of Earth’s gravity. If she were interested, it would be counterproductive to ignore their sexual chemistry.

				But she wasn’t interested.

				Still.

				Even after eight years, she didn’t want him. He knew he needed to let it go.

				Which he totally would, if she didn’t look at him sometimes with fire lurking just beneath the surface of those gray eyes of hers.

				He turned away from her and walked back to the bench where he’d been working out. Better to concentrate on things he could control. Like the 250-pound weight bar and his reps.

				He straddled the bench, refusing to look at the corner where he’d left Izzy, and leaned back. He closed his eyes as he took the smooth metal bar in his hands and inhaled before lifting it off the rack and over his head.

				His muscles strained and he counted to ten in his mind before slowly lowering the bar to his chest. Again he did a ten count and lifted.

				“I’m not denying anything, Antonio,” she said. Her nearness, her voice, startled him and the bar started to shift in his grip.

				She straddled his chest and put her hands in the center of the bar, helping him to steady it.

				“I didn’t mean to distract you.”

				He groaned. She was high on his chest to help him with the bar and that meant that his gaze naturally went straight between her legs. Where the fabric of her workout shorts was pulled tight and he imagined he could smell her feminine sweetness.

				He closed his eyes for a moment, lifted the bar and set it back in the rack. When he opened his eyes, Izzy had stepped over his body and stood next to the bench. Her shorts hugged the curves of her hips and the tops of her thighs. His fingers tingled—dammit, actually effing tingled—with the need to reach out and touch her. To put his hand on her thigh and draw her back toward him.

				Closing his eyes had been a mistake. Instead of clearing his mind, he was assaulted with images of a topless Izzy on his lap on the bench.

				He groaned.

				“Did you hurt yourself?” she asked. She came closer. The scent of her flowery perfume and natural body musk was stronger now, and when he looked up at her he saw concern in those gray eyes.

				Not ice.

				“No. Not unless you count lust as a medical condition.”

				She bit her lower lip and took a step backward. For the first time it occurred to him that Izzy wasn’t running because she didn’t want him—maybe she wanted him too much.

				“Do you?” he asked, swinging his legs toward her and sitting up on the bench. “Is that why you watch me?”

				“Do I what?” she asked, putting her hands on her hips, which only served to draw his gaze to her breasts and her tiny waist. “Lust is for people who don’t know what they want.”

				“Really?”

				“Yes,” she said. “I’m not denying there is a certain...attractive quality about you, Playboy, but I know how to control myself around pretty boys.”

				He stood up, taking the towel from where he’d draped it next to his bench, wiping his face and putting it around his neck. She watched him and didn’t say anything else. He couldn’t take his eyes from her mouth as he walked toward her. It was full and pert looking, with that little indentation in her top lip and the full lower lip. Her mouth looked lush. The kind of mouth he could spend a long time kissing.

				“You keep saying boy but, in your eyes, Isabelle, I can tell that you see me as a man. One that you want,” he said.

				“Only someone without discipline would be governed by—”

				He stepped closer and put his finger on her lip. That tingle was back, spreading from his fingertip throughout his entire body. Damn.

				“I know you aren’t going to say I have no discipline.”

				She arched one eyebrow at him and nipped at the tip of his finger—which sent a sexual shock right to his groin—before stepping back.

				“I didn’t think it really had to be said. I mean, I’ve been trying to get a good workout in and you seem to be distracted.”

				Distracted?

				The woman had no idea. All she had to do was walk into the same room as him.

				He was about to rise to the bait when he saw the sparkle in her eye. She was teasing. Ah, that explained so much and at the same time made him want her all the more.

				“I’m a team player. One of the philosophies of this training facility. You just went over to help me for your own good.”

				She shook her head. “Okay, if that’s the way you want to play it.”

				“Are we playing?” he asked, but he knew they were. Maybe it was the fact that they were alone. Or even that they had been at the top of the class of candidates during the last training program. Everyone knew the two of them were going to be competing for the top spot. That one spot as payload specialist. Though there were two other spots, there was only room for one payload specialist which meant either Izzy or Antonio.

				He took a step toward her and this time, instead of retreating, she closed the gap between them. Put her hand on his chest and held him there. “From the moment we met you’ve been flirting and acting like you were the bomb, and I let you because—”

				“Because you knew I was, but you needed to focus on your training and on beating me,” he said.

				“Beating you? Playboy, I left you in the dust.”

				He leaned in closer, put his mouth next to her ear. “You only call me Playboy when I get too close to the truth.”

				She turned her head and he felt the minute exhalation of her breath across his cheek. She smelled like oranges and the first signs of spring, and this close, he saw her eyes were so much warmer than gray. They had blue and green flecks around the irises. Her lashes were thick and dark, and she had the tiniest mole under her left eye.

				“What truth? That you’re a man and I’m a woman?” she asked. “I thought you were smarter than that.”

				He laughed.

				He couldn’t help it. Every time he thought he had her figured out, she surprised him. He wasn’t just drawn to her looks, which always made him catch his breath, but also her wit and her intelligence. She was the kind of person NASA wanted in command because she was the total package.

				She made him want to be better. Not to best her but so he could stand shoulder to shoulder with her.

				His laugh had surprised her and she turned her head back again so that their foreheads brushed and their noses were touching, and then her eyelids dropped to half-mast—and then he thought to hell with it.

				What could one kiss hurt?

				But as their lips brushed, that damned tingle moved through his body with all the precision and intensity of lightning on a dry field. He knew that he’d opened Pandora’s box. He pushed aside the warning bells and moved his mouth more completely over hers. Her fingers knotted in his shirt and tugged him closer, and then her lips parted under his. His tongue slid into her mouth, the taste of citrus so strong now.

				Lightly he ran his fingers down the side of her neck and wrapped his hand around her shoulder, pulling her closer to him as she deepened the kiss, tilting her head, her grip on his shirt tightening. As if she’d never let go.

				As if he’d never want her to let go, he thought. His mind screamed at him, this is Izzy.

				Izzy.

				Isabelle, who’d been one step ahead of him from the day they’d met. The truth dawned slowly as he realized that kissing her might be the biggest mistake he’d ever made. He’d thought not knowing how she tasted and felt in his arms was torture, but knowing and not being able to kiss her all the time was going to be even worse.
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