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No serious relationships.


This is the one rule Tara Park made for herself and it has been working swimmingly, especially since she’s busy with Weldon Brewery. But when Seth Kim, temptation personified and her best friend’s new brother-in-law walks into her life, Tara might be willing to bend her golden rule. . . but only for four dates, which she agreed to after a few good rounds of beer – and a game of truth or dare.


Seth Kim can’t believe Tara agreed to his dating dare. He’s leaving for a new job in Paris in a month and a no-strings attached fling seemed like a nice distraction for both. . . But while their dates have a tendency to hit roadblocks, their non-dates and chance meetings are becoming frequent – and heated. What was supposed to be a little fun game is turning into something that neither is ready for.


But sometimes, the best things in life are the ones we never see coming.









To Lulu: it all began with you.









CHAPTER ONE


The wedding was picture-perfect. The spring garden outside the groom’s restaurant overlooked the Kern River, and was drenched with the soft hues of sunset. Just being there made Tara Park sigh dreamily. She couldn’t imagine a more romantic venue. Celebrity chef Aria Santini, the couple’s close friend, had prepared the locally sourced gourmet dinner. It was exquisitely presented, and tasted even more delicious than it looked. Add to that the abundantly flowing California wines. The reception rocked the night.


Tara scanned the warm, happy scene from a quiet corner in the bustling garden and smiled, briefly ignoring the distraction that marred the glorious evening. Aubrey and Landon— the bride and groom— existed only for each other, every look and whispered word a declaration of their love. The guests chatted and laughed, basking in the happily-ever-after glow of the beautiful couple.


Myriad contradicting emotions threatened to overwhelm Tara. She scattered them with a resolute shake of her head, reminding herself that Aubrey would always be her best friend. But it was more than that. Stop it, Tara. You have no time to sulk. It was time to deal with the gorgeous man who’d been staring at her all night. His undivided attention made her want to fidget or maybe preen a little. She couldn’t decide which. Either way, ignoring him had taken some major willpower.


Well, her dear friend’s new brother-in-law or not, enough was enough. She’d been irritatingly aware of his whereabouts the entire evening, so it wasn’t difficult to locate him now. Seth Kim stood by a bar on the other side of the garden, sipping from a clear glass beaded with condensation. He looked enticingly elegant in his classic tuxedo, and her eyes eagerly perused his body until she caught herself. Cut it out. She hiked up her floor-length dress, marched over, and stopped in front of him. It was time to put the best man in his place.


“You need to stop staring at my ass,” she said with her fists planted on her hips.


He smiled and turned to face her squarely, sliding a hand into his pants pocket. “On the contrary, I was studying all of you. Not just your stunning backside.”


“Studying me?” Did he say stunning? Huh. She was tempted to swivel her head for a peek at her ass.


“I’m a photographer. It’s hard for me to ignore things of beauty,” he said smoothly, his dark eyes holding her gaze. An involuntary trill shot down her spine.


“Oh, please.” Tara snorted, masking her reaction to him. If she angled her head to her best side, it wasn’t for his benefit.


Besides, it had to be a practiced line, coming from a player like him. Seth Kim wasn’t just any photographer, but a sought-after fashion photographer. Gossip sites loved to post pictures of him with an ever-changing parade of gorgeous models on his arm. Of course, one shouldn’t believe everything on the Internet. But even if just a small percentage of the gossip had a grain of truth in it, his playboy status still held firm.


“You don’t think you’re beautiful?” He arched an eyebrow with mastery that almost matched her own.


“No one actually looks at themselves in the mirror and thinks, ‘Wow. I’m beautiful.’ ” Geez. Why do I always do that? I am beautiful, dammit. Inside and out. She needed practice owning it.


“Is that a no?” The surprise on his face morphed into a sultry, hooded glance that traveled her body. “Because I’m prepared to convince you otherwise.”


Her heart tripped on a beat and tangled itself up. Gah. Her body begged for a detailed demonstration of how he planned to convince her of her beauty, but she couldn’t let her libido distract her from her mission.


“Look, I know I clean up nicely.” There. She owned it. Sort of. “And this dress doesn’t exactly hurt me in the looks department.”


It was true. The crimson mermaid dress hugged her curves like a long-lost lover and made her boobs look like full, round globes of glorious flesh. As though reading her thoughts, Seth’s eyes dropped to her chest.


“But you’ve had enough anatomy lessons for tonight,” she said, waving her hand in front of his face. “Quit ogling my breasts.”


“For the record, I wasn’t ogling you.” His eyes flew back to her face, and she was gratified to see a little color suffuse his cheeks. “I was gawking at you.”


“And the difference is?” She crossed her arms in an impatient gesture, and waited for more playboy bullshit from him.


“Ogling requires lewd intent, which I definitely did not have. Gawking is more like staring at something in a trance because they can’t help it.” He paused to give her a lazy half smile, which probably gave countless women pudding knees. “If I was gawking, it’s because I find you captivating.”


What. The. Dickens? The way his voice dipped low and turned rumbly on “captivating” was . . . yowza. Tara willed her pulse to slow the hell down. He was a player, all right. Quite an accomplished one. Regency-rake level accomplished. She needed a damn fan to flutter on her face.


“Will it help if I hide my captivating self behind some shrubs over there?” She narrowed her eyes to hide his effect on her.


“That’ll be tragic.” He chuckled, his face transforming with boyish charm, and it was her turn to gawk at him. Come on. Be honest. You’re ogling him. “You’re the only thing helping me get through this wedding.”


“This is your brother’s wedding. You’re his best man.” She stopped ogling and switched to glaring. “Do you seriously need to drool over my body for hours on end to ‘get through’ it?”


“Yes,” he said, using his smoldering voice again.


Shit. She was disconcerted and majorly turned on at the same time, her cheeks pulsing with heat.


“Look at them.” She threw an arm out toward the newlyweds, and missed a server by a nose. Tara nodded her apology then pinched a bacon-wrapped date off the platter. “They’re deliriously in love. Aren’t you even a little happy for them?”


“Who said I wasn’t happy for them?” He drew his head back in surprise. “Landon’s a lucky bastard for landing someone like Aubrey.”


“Then why are you moping around like a wet blanket, soaking up the open bar?” Her mouth was full of the delicious hors d’oeuvre— the date was stuffed with blue cheese— but she managed to put some disdain into her question.


“I don’t like weddings,” he said, a dark shadow flitting across his face. There was a finality to his words that glued her lips together.


Tara peeked at him from under her lashes, wondering what his story was. A broken heart? Warning bells rang in her head, telling her to run like the wind in the opposite direction of the man. She was in no position to fix him . . . she had enough baggage of her own. One nightmarish relationship had been enough for her to swear off any emotional entanglements. Still, she was helplessly drawn to him.


Seth Kim was devastatingly handsome, and any woman who didn’t tingle in their undies when near him was a dead one. He wasn’t built like a tank but had a sinewy, well-proportioned body, radiating with restless energy. With light-brown skin, dark hair, and eyes the color of black coffee, he screamed beast-in-the-sheets. But it wasn’t only his looks that caught her attention. The flash of vulnerability he revealed tugged at her heart and wobbled her iron self-control.


If she didn’t rein in her hormones and empathy and all that, she was going to end up naked tonight. She refused to jump into bed with a virtual stranger— no matter how attractive he was— with her feelings in a jumble over her best friend’s wedding.


Watching Aubrey marry Landon, her true love, reminded Tara that she’d chosen to keep her heart safe rather than to seek her own happily ever after. She’d never regretted her decision before, nor was she questioning it now, but a deep hollowness settled inside her.


“Fine. Stare, if you must. You won’t be difficult to ignore,” she said haughtily even though it was a blatant lie. “But understand one thing. There will be no hookup between the best man and the maid of honor at this wedding. Do I make myself clear?”


“Crystal,” he said without a hint of mockery.


Tara spun on her heels, whipping her long hair over her shoulder. Shit. The hair whip? It must’ve been an accident. She wouldn’t flirt with a man she was trying not to sleep with. And she definitely was not sashaying her hips for his benefit. Walking like a lingerie model was second nature to her. That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.


It took all her willpower not to glance over her shoulder to see if Seth was watching her. She couldn’t decide whether she was hoping to find his eyes on her or off her. She swore under her breath. Hadn’t she just confronted the man so he would stop staring at her?


Resisting her attraction to Seth Kim must’ve thoroughly sapped her strength. She suddenly felt light-headed and out of breath. She needed to either take the damn dress off— she ate way too much to be contained in a corset-tight dress— or maybe throw up a little. Both scenarios required privacy, so she made like a penguin and waddled to the bathroom as fast as she could, shoving the door open with her shoulder.


“Ahhh!” Tara and Aubrey screamed in unison.


“Holy roadkill.” She’d nearly bulldozed her best friend and bride onto the monochromatic tiles of the ladies’ bathroom. “Are you okay?”


“Yeah. I’m fine.” Aubrey lowered the arms she’d flung out in front of her and trained her eyes on Tara. “What’s going on?”


“Nothing.” She eased herself into the restroom, making sure her friend was a safe distance away, and closed the door behind her.


“Purple isn’t your color.”


“What? I can rock purple just fine. Besides, this dress is a deep red.”


“I know, but your face is purple and you aren’t rocking it, babe.”


Tara caught her reflection in the mirror and snorted. “You’re right. I can’t breathe in this damn thing.”


“God, me neither.” Aubrey walked behind Tara and unzipped her partway, and Tara returned the favor. Lusty sighs echoed on the bathroom tiles. “Let’s just hide in here for five minutes.”


“Are you sure Landon won’t come charging in here to claim his bride?” Tara quirked an eyebrow at her.


Her friend rolled her eyes, but a rosy blush blossomed on her cheeks. She looked so beautiful Tara’s breath hitched. She was so happy for Aubrey. The ache in her heart meant nothing.


“He’s putting Morgan to sleep, and he’ll use that as an excuse to hold her for way too long. Our baby girl is barely a hundred days old, but she has her old man wrapped around her teeny tiny pinky.” Aubrey wiggled her pinky with a dreamy smile. “I’m safe from any charging husbands for now. But seriously. What’s going on?”


Tara had thought she’d dodged the question. Damn. Aubrey wasn’t going to settle for another evasive maneuver. “I’m sorry, but your brother-in-law’s an ass.”


“Seth?”


“Does Landon have another obnoxious younger brother?”


“What did he do? It can’t be that bad. He’s so sweet.”


“So sweet he’s been gawking at me for the last two hours?” She adopted his more benign word for ogling for no particular reason.


“Is that all?” Aubrey crinkled her nose. “All the single men, as well as some married ones, have been doing the same thing. Men stare at you all the time. Aren’t you used to it by now?”


“They do not.”


“You just never notice.” A sly grin spread across her face. “So why would you notice Seth’s attention?”


Curse you, hyperintuitive, recently married woman.


“I have to pee. See you outside, Mrs. Kim.” Tara spun Aubrey around, zipped her back up, and pushed her toward the door. She had no desire to find out where the conversation would lead.


“Seth is a really good guy. You should talk to him. Just tell him to quit doing whatever it is that’s bugging you.” Aubrey ignored Tara’s not-so-subtle shoving to help zip up her dress, and pecked her on the cheek. Only then did her best friend turn to leave. “You know where to find me if you need me.”


When the door closed behind Aubrey, Tara sagged against the sink. The good thing was she didn’t feel light-headed anymore. The bad thing was she didn’t know what it was about Seth that annoyed her so much. There was no harm in some light flirting. So why did it bother her in this case? Maybe it was because of her heart-stuttering reaction to him . . . No. Her heart was not to be trusted. Ever. She blinked rapidly and pulled herself back from the darkness she was tiptoeing around. None of that tonight.


Where the hell was she going with this anyway? All she knew was that she was very bothered. And hot. She just needed to have a firm word with herself. There will be no hookup between the maid of honor and the best man tonight. There.


Tara liked men. She enjoyed sex with men. But she kept her love life completely separate from the rest of her life. The men in her life have never, ever crossed paths with her family. Serious relationships went against the very fiber of her being. There was no point in having her family meet men she had no intention of keeping. It would make her life unnecessarily complicated and messy. And she was so done with complicated and messy.


She liked things light and simple. Like with her traveling lover, Roger Stephens. He used to be Weldon High’s revered quarterback. He was a couple years ahead of Tara, and she’d had a giant crush on him. Then his family moved out of town, and she was heartbroken. Young, unrequited love. But until college, all she knew was love of the unrequited sort.


When he returned for a short stay at Weldon as a salesperson for a pharmaceutical company, he came into the brewery and they hit it off. He’d never noticed her in high school as a lowly freshman, but he seemed to appreciate the woman she’d become. Since then, they would get together a few times a year whenever he was in town. She liked and respected Roger and enjoyed their convenient, no strings attached arrangement. Even after three years, no one, other than Aubrey, knew of their dalliance, and that was how it was going to stay.


But with Seth, he’d already met everyone. Her parents, her older brothers, and of course Aubrey. And Tara had met his mom and Landon. Everyone knew everyone. It was much too cozy. It would be risky to get involved with him. It could bring her love life crashing into her real life, causing dimensional imbalance. It might mean the annihilation of her deliberately compartmentalized life, and create complete and utter chaos.


Was she being overly dramatic? Yes.


Did she want to risk annihilation and chaos? No, thank you.


Seth watched Tara walk away and disappear into the restaurant with hurried steps. Maybe she’d decided to hide from him after all. He chuckled under his breath. Had he really been that obvious? His playboy persona was usually much smoother than that. But maybe his persona had nothing to do with his interest in Tara. Maybe it was the real him. Ridiculous. He’d cultivated his playboy persona so the real him would never come into the picture. That was what he decided when he locked his broken heart away.


But Tara was a stunning woman, graceful and strong, and she captivated him beyond the physical. The hint of vulnerability she hid behind her prickly exterior called to him. It was as though something inside him recognized her as a kindred spirit. His chest constricted at the alarming thought. He gulped down the rest of his club soda and walked away from the bar. He wasn’t on the market for a kindred spirit.


He followed the throng of guests migrating indoors and settled beside another bar near one end of the room. It gave him the best view in the house, so he could watch the wedding festivities from afar. People fascinated Seth. When he photographed his clients, he chatted with them throughout the shoot, not only to help them relax but also because learning about them allowed him to breathe life into their pictures. Everyone had their little flaws to make them perfectly imperfect. Thus, beautiful.


He spotted Tara almost immediately, laughing with a group of women, and willed himself to look away. But as champagne flowed and laughter imbued the air inside the dimly lit restaurant, her eyes met his and flitted away with increasing frequency.


This was a lighthearted, carefree wedding reception, where everyone was hell-bent on having a good time. There was no reason to overanalyze his feelings. He should just go and ask the beautiful woman to dance with him. Simple.


“Tara.” He tapped lightly on her shoulder. She’d declared herself off-limits, and he intended to respect that, but one dance was far from a hookup.


When she turned toward him, her gaze remained suspicious. “Seth.”


“If I stop being an asshole, will you dance with me?”


“Oh, is there an asshole switch you can turn on and off? I thought it was congenital.”


“Okay. I deserved that.” Seth laughed, rubbing the back of his neck. “Look, I didn’t realize my gawking was so obvious. You caught me off guard, and I covered my embarrassment with some defensive cockiness. I’m truly sorry.”


“I accept your apology.” A soft blush washed across her cheeks, but her expression remained resolute. “But still no hookup. Is that clear?”


“Yes, ma’am. No hookup. Just a dance.”


Tara smiled at last, and he wanted to puff out his chest and maybe pound on it a little. But he restrained himself and led her to the dance floor. They had seen the bride and groom off to their wedding night, and the crowd was dwindling. The band was playing a lazy jazz piece, but the band leader winked at Seth and transitioned to a sensuous, old-time ballad. He nodded his thanks to him.


When Seth pulled Tara close, his body reacted as though he’d touched a live wire. His smile faltered and was replaced by slack-jawed shock. Every hair on his arms and the back of his neck stood at attention, and the shiver running through his body felt hot and cold at once. He’d never felt desire so instantaneous and powerful before. What the hell was happening?


Tara stared back at him with eyes filled with alarm. She must’ve felt it, too, and was as startled as he was by the electricity humming through them. He wanted to reassure her . . . let her know this was something new for him, too.


“Wow,” he said, taking a small step back. “I . . . will you catch me if I swoon? My knees feel like Jell-O.”


Tara huffed a husky laugh, her chest rising and falling rapidly. “Each person to their own.”


He returned her smile and waited a moment before he pulled her close again. He shivered and she nestled her cheek in the crook of his neck, tightening her hold on him. Probably just in case I swoon. Her scent intoxicated him— citrus, cream, and aged oak. It was an unexpected but sexy-as-hell combination, and he couldn’t get enough of it. He couldn’t get enough of her. But he intended to respect the line she drew. For tonight.


Seth was moving to Paris in a little over a month. He was rearing to start the next chapter of his life as an esteemed photographer in the world’s fashion capital. It was the opportunity of a lifetime that he had every intention of exploiting. He already had most of his belongings packed and a lease on a condo in Paris.


But he couldn’t leave their wild attraction unexplored. He and Tara wouldn’t have much time, but there was enough for a bit of fun. He just needed to come up with a plan to win Tara over for a sweet spring fling.


The music came to an end much too soon, and he held her for an extra beat. Then Seth cleared his throat and asked, “Do you want to get a drink?”


She hesitated, staring hard in the vicinity of his bow tie. After a moment, she met his eyes. “Sure. I could use some company.”


“I make great company,” he assured her.


Tara hid a small smile. He was surprised by her change of heart, but she seemed more comfortable around him. And less suspicious about his intentions. Whatever the cause, he was glad he could spend more time with her. But when he searched for the closest bar, the bartender was busily closing shop. Seth’s dismayed eyes sought out the other bars, but they were already closed.


“It looks like the bartenders are wrapping up for the night,” she murmured with something akin to disappointment. She worried her bottom lip for a second then asked, “Do you . . . want to take a field trip?”


“I’m game,” he said with a bit too much enthusiasm. He didn’t want the night to end, yet. “Where to?”


“I want to drown my sorrows in my beer barrels.” She didn’t quite succeed in making it sound like a joke.


“What sorrows?” His eyebrows drew together in concern.


“A corner of my heart feels hollow,” she whispered after a brief hesitation.


“Is it because of the wedding?” Instinct told him it was.


“More or less. I’m happy for Aubrey and Landon. More than words can say. But Aubrey is my best friend and her life is changing . . . she’s moving on. I can’t help but feel left behind. Stuck in the present.”


He wasn’t sure what to say. Landon was his older brother, and he always seemed to walk a few steps ahead of him. This was just another instance where Landon stepped forward first. But Seth was about to take his own step forward— not toward marriage, but toward professional success and personal growth— by moving to Paris. But if he weren’t, would he feel left behind? Yes. Like a lone tree trunk rooted to the floor of a river.


“She might be moving on, but that doesn’t mean you’re stuck,” he said hesitantly. “It just means that you’ll have to figure out your own way forward.”


“You’re probably right.” She paused as though searching for the right words. “But my best friend grew a mini-human in her stomach, and got married to her soul mate. I’m going to miss daydreaming about the future with Aubrey, because her future is already here.” She tilted her head and met his eyes, seeking reassurance. “It’s normal to feel a little melancholy, right?”


“Without a doubt. And you know what helps with a bout of melancholy?” Seth smiled, wanting to chase away the sadness in her eyes. “Drowning it in copious amounts of beer.”


“Right. Let’s get out of here.”


“Lead the way,” he said, holding out his arm toward the main entrance.


“I’m afraid you need to be my chauffeur,” she said as they walked to the parking lot. “I drove here with my family, and they’re long gone.”


“With pleasure,” he said happily. “You can be my navigator.”


“Actually, are you okay to drive?”


“Don’t worry. I’ve been drinking club soda for most of the night.”


“How very responsible of you,” she teased.


The short drive to Weldon Brewery would’ve been scenic, but it was pitch-black and they couldn’t see beyond the patch of road in front of them. But when they approached downtown Weldon, soft muted streetlights lit the way into the charming town, lined with a potpourri of mom-and-pop stores.


Seth pulled into the brewery’s parking lot and followed Tara inside through the back entrance. When the dim corridor opened up into the dining hall, he let out a long, low whistle. The vaulted ceiling and dark wooden beams bearing its weight made him feel as though he’d walked into a lofty ski lodge. The elegant simplicity and strength of the design alluded to a sense of freedom and steadfastness.


“So this is the famous Weldon Brewery,” he said, still surveying the place. The floor-to-ceiling windows lining the back opened up the space even more and highlighted its rustic appeal. “This place is impressive.”


“Thank you.” A proud grin spread across her face. Motioning for him to follow, she walked across the floor and rounded the bar. “What would you like?”


“I’ll leave that up to the expert.”


“Oh, my gosh.” Mischief lit up her face and laughter tumbled out of her. “Do you want to hear something funny?”


“Sure.” He smiled at her infectious laughter, curious about what brought it on. “It must be a good one.”


“When your brother had the nerve to show his face here after writing that horrible review about Aubrey’s bakery, I told him he should drink Witch’s Brew, which gave heartless jerks permanent impotence.”


“You did not.” Seth laughed, incredulous. She was so awesome.


“Oh, yes, I did.” She cocked her hip to one side and planted a hand on her waist in an unmistakable badass pose.


“Well done. Landon definitely deserved that dig. As for me, I’ll stay far away from Witch’s Brew. I’m not a heartless jerk, but better safe than sorry,” he said with an exaggerated shiver. “So which brew would you recommend for me?”


“Let me think about that one.” Tara pinched her chin between her thumb and index finger, seeming to give it some serious thought. “Back at the wedding, I would’ve recommended Buzz Off for sure. But you’ve grown on me over the course of the evening. Don’t get smug. It just means I’m not quite ready to kick you to the curb.”


“Very kind of you,” Seth murmured wryly. “On the bright side, that means you’re not immune to my charms.”


“You know what? I’ll create a special brew for you, and call it Inflated Ego.”


“Ouch. Even if I did have an inflated ego, spending time with you is sure to bring it down a few notches.”


“It’ll be good for you. You know, it builds character,” she smirked. “But I’ll give you a break. Why don’t you have Buckle Down, our barrel-aged stout. I’m pretty proud of that one. It’s not perfect, yet, but it’s getting there.”


“I can’t wait to try some,” he said with genuine enthusiasm.


She filled a heavy snifter with dark, rich stout, finishing it with a thick, creamy head. It was the perfect pour. As she handed him the beer, his fingers skimmed across hers, and desire enflamed his entire body. Her quick, indrawn breath told him she’d felt it, too. They stared at each other, unnerved by their reaction to each other. Their breathing became shallow as sexual tension wrapped around them.


Tara broke eye contact first, and poured herself a light golden brew in a chalice. She cleared her throat and held her cup toward him with a too-bright smile that belied what just happened between them. “Gun bae.”


The moment had passed, but his blood still pumped loudly in his ears. But following her cue to dismiss the flare of attraction, Seth clinked his glass against hers with an answering smile. “Cheers.”


His eyes widened after the first sip, then he took a slower sip with his eyes closed. It was full-bodied, rich, and just the right amount of bitter. One of the best damn beers he’d ever had.


“This is amazing. How is this not perfect?” His face scrunched up in confusion.


“The judges don’t think so. Weldon Brewery came in silver to Mountain Brewery’s gold in the wood-aged stout category for the last three competitions. I think I know why. Their finish is a smidgeon smoother,” she admitted grudgingly. “But I don’t want to sacrifice the bite of bitter coffee in my stout for the smoother finish. I’m getting there, though. I just need to fine-tune the malt and caramel ratio with the hops.”


“I hope you’re planning on beating them.”


“Hell, yeah. The next competition is at the San Diego Beer Festival, which is a good-sized event. That’ll be a good start,” she said. Seth leaned forward with his elbows on the counter and waited for her to continue. “But what I really want is to brew the best beers out there and have Weldon Brewery sweep gold medals for the top beer categories at the World Beer Cup. It’s the biggest beer competition out there, and we’re entering in the next couple years. If we establish a name for ourselves, we can start bottling our beer for retail sales. I want to put Weldon Brewery firmly on the map.”


“That’s fantastic.” Her talent, her strength, and her spirit blew him away. “You certainly have the drive to make it happen.”


“Maybe I overshot it a bit, but I definitely want to win the gold medal for the barrel-aged stout at this year’s San Diego Beer Festival. My IPAs have been doing great, so it’s time to let my stout shine.”


Seth raised his glass in salute and downed half of the beer. Tara lifted her own beer and finished it to the last drop.


“Whoa. What’s the rush? We’re not having a drinking contest.” He thought she was in a better mood, but her melancholy seemed to have stayed with her.


“Hmm.” She tapped her finger on her lips. “I like that idea.”


“What idea?” he asked, distracted by the soft give of her lips under her finger.


“Why, having a drinking contest, of course,” she said with a cheeky grin. “Why don’t we bet a hundred bucks to keep it interesting?”


“A hundred bucks? You’re not messing around.” Seth chuckled, enjoying her boldness. Then a brilliant idea lit up his mind. Dude, you’re a fucking genius. If it worked, he might get his spring fling with Tara after all. Reining in his excitement, he said casually, “Why don’t I suggest the game? Do you think you can handle some truth or dare?”


“Bring. It. On.”









CHAPTER TWO


“Here, let me switch out the glasses to something more civilized,” Tara said, reaching for his snifter. They were going to pass out before the game got interesting if they chugged from their full-sized glasses. “And we’ll both drink the white ale to keep the alcohol level even.”


“Sounds like a plan. Should I start?” He rubbed his hands together like he was relishing the thought of annihilating her. How precious. “Truth or dare?”


“Truth.” She crossed her arms in the universal bring-it-on gesture.


“When was your first kiss and with whom?” he asked with a friendly smile.


“Seriously? You just went there?” Her arms dropped limply to her sides.


Tara felt warmth seeping up from her neck and spreading to her cheeks. She was a late bloomer, and her first kiss hadn’t been until college with her first boyfriend. She never spoke about Jason. He had been her first everything, including her first heartbreak. He’d done such a thorough job of it that she’d buried her heart deep inside so no one could touch it again. It took her a year of friendship and a lot of beer before she’d even told Aubrey about the abusive bastard. Tara shook her head. Despite her notorious competitiveness, she picked up her cup and drained it.


“Really?” Seth’s eyebrows rose. “That was a question you couldn’t answer? I thought I was going easy on you.”


“Shove it.” She resisted the urge to pout. She couldn’t believe she had to admit defeat in the first round. “Your turn. Truth or dare?”


“Dare,” he shot back.


“Ooh, fun.” She looked around for the perfect feat, and smiled. “I dare you to carry six full steins to that corner table, and walk back without spilling.”


“Come on. I bet even you can’t carry that many at once, and you’re a professional.”


“I can carry eight at a time, kiddo. Do you accept the dare, or are you drinking more free beer?”


“Hang on. Kiddo?” Outrage deepened the groove between his eyebrows. “I’m only a year younger than Aubrey.”


“And I’m a year older than her. So that means I’m two whole years older than you. In fact, you should be calling me noona.”


“Older sister? No way. Not happening.”


“We’ll discuss that later,” she said, laughing at his stormy expression. Annoying him was far safer than fawning over him. “For now, are you accepting the dare or not?”


In response, he unbuttoned his shirtsleeves and rolled them past his elbows.


Her jaws went slack at the sight of his manly forearms, and lust flared in her stomach. She tore her eyes away before she reached out and trailed her finger down his arm. Chaos and annihilation lie that way. Taking a fortifying breath, she proceeded to fill six steins with water. She refused to waste a drop of one of her beers.


“Here you go,” she said, placing them on the counter. “Three in each hand.”


Seth confidently picked up the steins and promptly sloshed water onto the counter. “Shit.”


“Be careful.” The veins and muscles in his forearms strained against the weight of the steins and she bit her cheek not to moan out loud. “If you bring back half-empty steins, you lose.”


With intense concentration, he walked toward the corner table, cursing every so often. But he soon returned with a decent amount of water left in the steins. He carefully placed the six steins on the counter and flexed both his hands repeatedly. They probably felt pretty cramped up. In truth, Tara could only carry four at a time herself. Maybe she should massage his strong, masculine hands for him.


“Dare accomplished.” She clapped her hands loudly enough to make herself snap out of her lust-filled thoughts. “Impressive for a first try. Let me know if you need a part-time job.”


“Don’t try to distract me with your pretty words.” Seth jerked his chin at her. “Truth or dare?”


“Dare.” After the last round, dare seemed to be the safer choice. She’d had her reservations about her rash decision to invite Seth to the brewery, but it was turning out to be a good one, despite her brief lapses into hornyville. She didn’t want to risk making things awkward again.


“Okay. Give me a sec.” Seth thought for a moment with his mouth scrunched to the side. She reveled in all his different expressions— all much too attractive— and this one was just adorkable. Then he snapped his fingers, and said, “Mirror me.”


“Let’s go.”


The first one was easy. With his arms outstretched, he touched the tip of his nose with one hand then the other, like the sobriety test. She had to concentrate a bit to land her fingertip on her nose. She must be getting tipsy. All the more reason she had to succeed in this dare. Chugging one more glass might tip her right over to drunk.


“Is that all you’ve got?” she said.


Crap. Why did she goad him? It seemed trash talking was second nature to her. Last year at a beer competition, she yelled out to a competitor that their beer looked a bit flat and offered to lend them some of her carbonation. They were worthy opponents and good friends, so she didn’t get beaten up or anything, but she really needed to mouth off a little less.


“Oh, no. I have loads of fun up my sleeves.” Keeping his arms outstretched, Seth slowly drew his knee up and assumed the Karate Kid pose.


Tara snorted and mirrored his move. “You’re such a dork.”


“That I am.” With a roguish tilt of his lips, he put his foot and arms down and stood tall. Then he proceeded to do the weirdest, most fascinating thing. With his tongue.


His red, wet tongue slid up his upper lip as though he was about to lick it, but his tongue kept moving upward. Up and up until his tongue hit the tip of his nose.


Holy Mother Teresa. How was he doing that?


She stuck her tongue out. Maybe it wasn’t that hard. She’d just never tried it. Tara valiantly contorted her face and craned her neck, trying to copy the maneuver. It wasn’t easy. It was impossible. Her tongue just wasn’t long enough. Wait a minute. That meant Seth’s tongue was long, and . . . full of potential.


When she started drooling— from keeping her mouth open too long or from daydreaming about Seth’s potential, she didn’t know— she knew she’d lost the dare. She closed her mouth and dragged her sleeve across her slobbering mouth.


As soon as Tara gave up, Seth ceased his weirdly erotic tongue magic, and burst into laughter. “Oh, my God. You should’ve seen the faces you were making. Dammit. I should’ve recorded it.”


With a glare that threw a thousand daggers, Tara tilted back her beer and slammed down the empty glass.


“Your turn.” She wore her game face, but she was having a fantastic time. Seth had somehow chased away her restlessness to the far corner of her mind, and she felt happy and relaxed.


“Truth,” he said without hesitation.


“When was your first kiss?” He probably started his playboy ways early. Maybe at the tender age of six. But she should rule out the innocuous pecks. “With tongue.”


He pulled at an earlobe that was turning an interesting shade of red. “When I was eighteen.”


“Eighteen?” she practically yelled, eyes bulging. She clamped her mouth shut before she repeated herself. Eighteen? She’d assumed that he’d lost his virginity before then.


“Yeah, I was a late bloomer,” he said, shrugging sheepishly.


It was endearing, and she wanted to hug him and plant kisses all over his face. She liked him. She really liked him, and it wasn’t because she was drunk. Then again that was exactly what a drunk person would say.


Besides, she couldn’t forget that liking him was a bad idea. Chaos and annihilation. Remember? She should focus on why she agreed to have a drink with him in the first place. Because she didn’t want to be alone. She didn’t want to be sucked into the hollowness left by Aubrey’s wedding. And like Seth had said, he made great company. That was all this was.


“Cool, cool. I’m down with that.” That was probably the least cool thing she could’ve said.


“Okay. Moving on. Truth or dare?” he asked, putting an extra dose of challenge into his words.


“Dare.” She could handle dares. They were harmless.


“I was hoping you’d say that.” A warm, seductive smile spread across his face.


“Stop playing mind games with me.” Her stomach fluttered at his smile, but Tara crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “Do your worst. I can take you.”


“I want you to go out on four dates with me— ”


“What?”


“I wasn’t finished. I want you to go out on four dates with me, and not fall for me.”


She stared at him slack-jawed for three seconds before busting out laughing. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


“Not at all.”


“Aren’t you leaving for a new job in Paris soon? And how do we fit in four dates when you’re in Santa Monica and I’m here?”


“I volunteered to house-sit for Landon and Aubrey while they and the baby are off on their extended honeymoon. I’ll be your neighbor for a month, so meeting up should be easy enough.”


Go on four dates with him. Pfft. It was a ridiculous proposition. She should just drink the beer and be done with it. Then why wasn’t she reaching for her glass? Why? Because you’re seriously tempted. That’s why.


“Why do you want to date me anyway?” she asked on a spurt of annoyance.


“Are you fishing for compliments?” he teased with a charming grin. “Because I’ll gladly oblige.”


“Oh, quiet, you.” She glared at him for being so annoying yet so good-looking. “Were you planning on doing this the entire time we were playing truth or dare?”


“Yup. That’s why I suggested the game. It was a stroke of genius,” he said excitedly, so proud of himself. He needed to quit being so adorable.


How did his eyes twinkle when he smiled? It shouldn’t be possible. Maybe it was the lighting at the bar. She tested out a smile to see if she could do it, too.


“Um . . . you okay?” Seth asked, his gaze skimming her face with concern. “Your eyes are twitching.”


“Of course, I’m okay.” She whipped away her smile, abandoning her failed experiment.


“I think you’re stalling.”


“I don’t need to stall.” She was stalling.


Temptation sang its siren’s call to her. It would be for a short duration with a hard end time, so it couldn’t become anything serious. And there was no chance her love life and real life would collide into each other if they were discreet. They would keep their dates completely under wraps for a month. No one needed to know. There. Chaos and annihilation avoided.


She was obviously oversimplifying things, but she wanted this. Besides, Seth Kim was a player. He was just looking for a fun fling while he house-sat in a sleepy little town. That was exactly what she wanted, too. There was no doubt she was attracted to him, and he was fun to be with. And she really wanted to be not-alone for a while. Of course, she wasn’t going to jump into bed with him right away, but she wasn’t adverse to considering it. Her vagina cheered.


She briefly thought about Roger, but their arrangement was flexible and nonexclusive. They had paused their arrangement while he was in a relationship for a few months a couple years ago. This would be something like that but even shorter. There was no deterrent there.


As for the last bit about not falling for him? That was laughable. Tara hadn’t made the mistake of giving her heart away since college. She was a quick learner. Love warped some people into jealous, possessive, and manipulative assholes, while it turned others into simpering putty who desperately molded themselves to fit the person they loved. Soon the relationship felt like a cage without light. She valued her autonomy too much to risk falling in love. And she never wanted to become the one to stifle another person’s spirit.


Plus, Seth was Landon’s younger brother and Aubrey’s brother-in-law. Hell, he was practically her little brother by default. A sexy-as-hell, mama-would-like-some stud of a little brother, but there was no way she would fall for him.


Are you done convincing yourself? Yes.


His sobriety test assured him that Tara was the one making the decision and not the alcohol. No matter how much he wanted to date her, he wanted her to choose him because she wanted to, not on a drunken whim.


“So what will it be?” he prodded. Her prolonged silence was fraying his nerves. “I understand it’ll be challenging not to fall in love with me.”


“Honey, please.” Tara snorted. “You’re pretty to look at, and I might be a smidgeon attracted to you, but love is definitely not on the horizon.”


A smidgeon attracted to me? I’ll take that. He liked having room to grow.


“That’s perfect. I’ll be moving out of the country in a month. What’s the harm in going out on a few dates with me?” It would be short and oh so sweet. A perfect pastime to keep his stay in Weldon interesting. “At the very least, I’ll make certain we have fun.”


“What’s up with the absurd condition anyway? The chances of me falling in love with you is a big fat zero.” She stared at him as though he was an alien species. Then her expression turned wily. “Maybe you’re afraid of someone falling in love with you. Have you sworn off love and happily ever after? Is that why you hate weddings?”


Seth blinked rapidly as her words triggered unwanted memories. He’d been burned. Very badly. And love wasn’t something he intended to give another try. But in this instance, he’d placed the condition mainly to coax Tara into accepting. With her competitive edge, she would no doubt love the chance to prove him wrong. But maybe he’d inadvertently revealed too much of himself as well.


“Not believing in love and being afraid of it are completely different things,” he said lightly. “I just wanted to ensure that no one’s feelings got hurt in our little month of fun.”


“So does the condition apply to you as well? Can you go on four whole dates with yours truly and not fall for me?” Tara fluttered her eyelashes at him. “I don’t know. I think your chances are pretty slim.”


“I’m willing to take the risk.” His stomach did a funny little dance. Was he underestimating the risk? No. He’d vowed to never fall in love again after Jessica, and his heart hadn’t been in the remotest danger since. And it wouldn’t be now. “Okay. Let’s stop playing around and get to the point. Do you accept the dare or not? There’s no shame in chickening out, Tara. All you have to do is say uncle and drink that lovely glass of beer in front of you.”


She worried her bottom lip, drawing his attention there. Damn. She had the most kissable lips he’d ever seen, and he’d seen many beautiful women in his line of work. There was just something about them. He wet his lips, imagining how they would feel against his own. They were the perfect shade of deep pink, and the bottom lip was just a little fuller than her top one with a light split down the middle, plumping up the two halves. Heat spread through his body, and the need to kiss her became almost unbearable.


“I accept your dare,” she said, slapping her hand on the counter as though she was calling his bet at a poker table.


Seth stared blankly at her, struggling to disperse the fog of desire clouding his mind. More than anything, he was shocked by her acquiescence. He didn’t think he had a real chance with her. Even though he was the one who’d suggested the dare, a flash of nervousness hit him. He had no idea what he was getting into, did he? She wasn’t just any other woman. She was Tara. He was already well on his way to being infatuated with her. Taking his eyes off of her when she was nearby was a study in discipline.


Could he say with confidence that he wouldn’t feel more for her as the month passed? It was a solid maybe. Well, fuck it. He was moving to Paris in a month. He intended to make it a month to remember with this incredible woman who made him dizzy with desire. Call it a farewell gift to myself.


“Good choice,” he said, unable to hold back his wolfish grin. “You won’t regret it.”


A soft blush climbed to her cheeks, but her words were as dry as the Mohave Desert. “There’s that inflated ego again.”


“Come sit down,” Seth said, patting the seat beside him. He still could hardly believe that she’d agreed to his dare. He wanted her close by to assure him that it was really happening. “You’ve been standing behind the bar this whole time. Don’t your legs get tired?”


“Nah. I’m used to it. But I’ll join you to celebrate our ridiculous arrangement.”


She filled up a pitcher and set out some beer nuts before coming to sit beside him.


“To the dating dare.” He raised his glass with a happy grin, and forced aside his unease. He would have Tara to himself for four whole dates. How could that be anything but fun? “It’s going to be a wild ride.”


“You’re so corny. Is this what I have to look forward to in the next month?”


“This and so much more awesomeness,” he said, hamming it up.


Tara rolled her eyes, but her smile was blinding. “You certainly won’t be boring.”


Since their drinking game had come to a very satisfactory conclusion, Seth switched to water, being mindful that he had to drive back to his hotel later. While Tara appeared to be in a lighter mood than before, she continued to drown her lingering sorrows in her beer.


Her alcohol tolerance was impressive. Her gaze was focused and she enunciated each word perfectly even after drinking all the penalty beer, as well as from the pitcher in front of them. The woman could probably drink him under the table. But with a suddenness that startled him, Tara’s eyes went from sparkling with humor to clouded with alcohol.


“Are you feeling okay?” Seth asked. “We should call it a night.”


She seemed to be trying to focus on his face, but ended up staring at the tip of his nose, making herself cross-eyed.


“Don’t be such a . . . um . . . party pooper,” she slurred, drawing her brows down. Then she burst into a fit of giggles. “Party pooper. It’s funny because . . . poop. Quit pooping on the party, Seth.”


“All right then.” He chuckled under his breath. Potty humor was a clear indication that sobriety was far gone. “Let’s get you home.”


He stood from his seat, and tidied up the best he could, rinsing the cups and pitcher in the bar sink. Seth worked quickly, but Tara began slumping on the stool.


“Whoa.” He got to her side just in time to prop her up. “You need to tell me where you live.”


“I live over yonder with my faithful parents and overprotective big brothers.”


Overprotective? God, he had to get her home if he didn’t want his ass kicked by Jack and Alex. He’d had no idea she was this drunk. She literally went from sober to hammered in a hot second.


“And where might yonder be?” he asked.


“The street where the houses are,” she whispered as though she was telling him a closely held secret.


Oh, boy. Seth wiped a hand down his face. “Okay, let’s get you to my car.”


“Onward ho,” she hollered, pointing toward the ceiling.


“No, not that way. This way.” He redirected her arm toward the back entrance, and led them out through it. “We need to lock up. Where are your keys?”


She waved vaguely at his arm where her purse hung. With a heavy sigh, Seth rummaged through it, trying not to notice what was in there. When his hand wrapped around a jingling set of keys, he pulled it out and held it up to Tara.


“Which one?” he asked. She laughed in his face, and leaned her forehead against his shoulder, shunning the keys he held in front of her. He huffed a defeated sigh. “I guess I’ll have to try them all.”


After several failed attempts, Seth finally found the right key, and locked up the brewery. Why does the woman have so many keys anyway?


“Here.” He wrapped his arm around her waist and drew her arm over his shoulder. She was practically dead weight in his arms, bogged down by a vast amount of beer. “I need you to help me walk you to my car. Otherwise, I’m going to throw you over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes.”


“French fries. Mashed potatoes. Tater tots. Mmm . . . I love tater tots.”


“We’ll get some tater tots on one of our dates.” Seth laughed despite his frustration. How could he not have known how drunk she was? Regardless, she was adorable.


Turning his attention back to the task at hand, they stumbled slowly to his car. When they arrived at last, Tara whispered with awe, “Look. A car.”


“Yup. It’s a car all right,” he agreed, opening the passenger-side door. “Please get in.”


“Okie dokie.” She made an awkward dive for the seat.


“No, no, no. Don’t climb in that way. Your bottom goes there not your knees. Here, let me help you. Wait. Watch your head.” He inserted his hand between her head and the roof of the car just in time to stop her from banging her head against it, and crushed his hand instead. “Ow.”


He grunted and cursed as he maneuvered her onto the passenger seat, but finally had her safely ensconced in her seat. When he came around to the driver’s side and reached over to buckle her in, her eyes were drooping.


“Tara, you can’t fall asleep now.” He gave her shoulder a gentle shake. “You need to focus and tell me where you live.”


She snored softly in response.


“Wait a minute,” he said to himself. “Her driver’s license.”


He reached for her purse and searched through it with a mumbled apology. He saw her giant set of keys, her phone, a tube of lipstick, and some crumpled up cash in there, but no license. Then he remembered her telling him that she had driven to the wedding with her family. She must’ve left her driver’s license at home.


Seth grabbed fistfuls of his hair and groaned. He had no idea where she lived, and taking her to his hotel wasn’t the best idea for his sanity. She was so breathtaking, especially when she’d relaxed and laughed with him. He’d been tempted to kiss her all night until she went from zero to drunk in the blink of an eye. Sleeping next to her soft warm body was going to be torture.


But what choice did he have? He wasn’t going to leave her alone at the brewery. Nor was he going to spend a night in the car with her when he had a warm bed waiting for him. Well, for them.


“Shit,” he said, which helped marginally with his frustration.


He pulled out of the brewery’s parking lot and drove the few blocks to his hotel. Lola’s Inn and Trattoria was a charming Italian restaurant with a few welcoming, thoughtfully appointed rooms on the second and third floors. He loved everything about it. The warm, dark wood of the décor in the restaurant to the cozy, farmhouse-style rooms. This was his go-to spot to stay when he visited Landon. His brother let him get away with staying at a hotel since Seth wouldn’t get a good night’s sleep with Morgan waking up several times during the night.


It was past two o’clock in the morning, so there was no one watching the front counter, which made sneaking into the hotel with Tara a bit less nerve-wracking. Even so, he scanned the parking lot to check that there was no one around. She was a local, and he didn’t want her subjected to prying eyes while she stumbled out of his car dead drunk.


“Tara. Tara,” Seth said, unbuckling her. She mumbled something and opened one eye.


“Wassit? Who’s you? Seth?” Then she closed her eye again.


“I don’t know where you live so I brought you to Lola’s. I need you to walk up with me to my room. Okay?” Seth shook her lightly by her arm. “I’ll make you a cup of coffee, and take you home once you sober up.”


“Mar-ma-lade. Orange marmalade,” she said with gravitas as though her words were of great importance.


“Yes. Marmalade. Sure,” he said agreeably. He just needed to work quickly while she was conscious. “I’m going to help you out of the car, and we’re going to walk a few small steps at a time. Easy peasy, right?”


“No, peas. Hate. Much hate.”


Despite the predicament he found himself in, Seth couldn’t help but laugh. She was so fucking cute. There wasn’t a hint of her signature sarcasm in sight. Not that he didn’t enjoy her prickly side, too.


Even though her eyes were open, she was far from alert. When he rounded his car and hefted her out of the passenger seat, she sagged against him. He wrapped her waist tightly with his arm, and held her hand over his shoulder so she wouldn’t slide down. He took a careful step forward. Her foot moved a step as well. Thank God. One step at a time, they reached the entrance to Lola’s. He dug around his pockets, holding Tara up with one arm.
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