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CHAPTER ONE



AUSTIN BROOK OPENED his front door and stared at his two PI partners standing shoulder to shoulder on the front porch. They looked pissed enough to chew glass. He knew why they were here. He even knew why they were pissed. Still, he decided the best approach would be to take a page from his dating manual and do the same thing he always did when he got in trouble with a woman. Namely, feign ignorance and pretend everything was just fine.


“Hey,” he said. “What brings you guys by?”


“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Dallas O’Connor snapped.


Austin grinned. “Well, I was thinking about taking a piss when someone started pounding on my door.”


Bud, Dallas’s dog, nosed his way between his owner’s legs and stared up with the same bulldog face as Austin’s partners at the Only in Texas agency.


The fact that Bud was an English bulldog made his look understandable. Not that Austin didn’t understand his partners’ dire expressions. He knew they were here to derail his plan.


“I thought you guys were in Galveston.” And he was hoping to be gone before they got back. Austin raised his foot and with the toe of his boot scratched the dog’s neck between the folds of loose canine skin.


“We came back early. Roberto called us.” Dallas, a big man carrying a bad attitude, pushed inside, and Tyler, slightly less bulky but equally tall, joined him. Bud, snorting and probably farting, followed at their heels.


Austin shut the door, then regretted it when the strong odor of doggie gas hit him square in the face. Instinctually, all three men waved a hand to clear the air.


Tyler’s gaze, his eyes as dark as his black hair, shifted to Austin’s suitcases sitting beside the bar. “I thought we decided to let Roberto handle this.”


Roberto was the professional informant they had digging up info on the SOB, DeLuna, who’d framed them. And while Austin liked Roberto, or at least liked what little he knew of the man, he was taking too damn long to get the job done.


“No, you two decided that,” Austin said, letting the bitterness shine through in his voice. “I distinctly remember telling you that I was tired of handing everything over to Roberto and getting handed back shit. We’re paying this guy big bucks and we really don’t know crap about him.”


“So far his leads have all been on the mark,” Dallas insisted.


“True. But it’s been six months since he’s given us a solid lead on DeLuna.” To Austin that meant it was time for one of them to intervene. And since both of his partners now had wives to consider, he figured it was up to him to do it.


Not that he minded. Taking down that no-good lowlife claimed top spot on his bucket list.


“My bet is by now all of DeLuna’s men know our faces,” Dallas said. “You go through with this, and we’ll be buying your casket in a matter of weeks.”


Austin sat down on his favorite armchair and stretched out his cowboy-boot-clad feet. “Just use the one we keep in the entranceway of the office and save yourself some money.” The damn casket had been left in the building by the previous owners, who ran a funeral home. Now it was sort of their trademark.


“He’s serious,” Tyler said, using his calm voice that always reminded Austin of a therapist. Not that he’d gone to one in a hell of a long time. Well, not since he was thirteen and had decided that being a ward of the state didn’t mean he had to follow their damn rules.


“You think I’m not serious?” Austin asked. His mind was made up. He didn’t mess around with his bucket list.


“What brought this on?” Tyler asked. “Is this about your—?”


“Stop! Quit trying to get in my head.” Austin’s anger surfaced with a rush. But it was directed more at the stranger who’d shown up at the agency and spilled her dirty laundry right in front of everyone than at his two partners. Still, that didn’t mean he had to discuss it. Discussing it meant thinking about it, and he’d spent a whole hell of a lot of energy trying not to do that.


“You want to know what brought this on?” he asked. “It was the year and a half I was fucking locked up in prison. Or have both of you forgotten about that?”


It sure seemed to him they had. Okay, maybe they hadn’t forgotten it, exactly, but they’d somehow gotten past it. And while Austin was friggin’ happy for them that they’d been able to do that, and he’d danced a jig at both their weddings in the last two months, he couldn’t get past it. He wouldn’t until DeLuna was behind bars.


Or dead.


Tyler exhaled. “I just think—”


“Then stop thinking!” Austin moaned. The last thing he wanted was to have anyone rummaging through his mental closet. There were too many damn skeletons, too many nailed-shut trunks of emotional crap, that he didn’t want to think about.


“Damn it, Austin,” Dallas snapped. “This is shit. We need to stick to our plan.”


“What plan?” Austin asked. “We don’t seem to have a plan anymore.”


Dallas’s shoulders tightened. “The plan hasn’t changed. We keep picking apart DeLuna’s organization until we force him to come out of whatever hole he’s taken cover in and face us. Use your brain for once. You know as well as I do that we lose every advantage by going to him instead of having him come to us.”


“Look, nothing personal, but you two have other priorities right now,” Austin said. “As in wives. And I get it. But what he did still eats away at my gut. I want my pound of flesh.”


“Roberto is working it,” Dallas said. “If you go in now, you’ll probably get him killed. Can you live with that?”


Austin raked a hand over his face. When he opened his eyes, he found himself staring at his partners’ concerned faces. Real concern. Damn it to hell, he knew they were here because they cared. And yes, he felt the same way about them. If anything, the bond he had with these two was the closest he’d ever come to having a family, but…


“I don’t know what Roberto told you,” he said, speaking more calmly, “but I’ve already worked this out with him. I’m not even going to Fort Worth. I’m checking the other lead that—”


“Which lead?” Dallas asked.


“The sister.”


“Half sister,” Tyler corrected.


“Whatever,” Austin said. “They’re Latin, and you”—he pointed to Tyler—“know how important family is in that culture.”


“She’s half-Latin,” Tyler corrected again. “And stop stereotyping.”


“It’s a good stereotype,” Austin said. For someone who grew up without a family, he could have used a little of that stereotype in his life. Of course, when he saw how his partners’ families drove them crazy, sometimes he wasn’t so sure.


“Roberto watched her for a month and found no connection to DeLuna,” Dallas added.


“Yeah,” Austin replied, “but I’d bet my left nut she knows what rock he’s hiding under.”


“You could lose more than your left nut. And even if she knows, why would she tell you?” Dallas asked. “Plus, Roberto tried connecting with her and it didn’t work.”


Austin smiled. “I’m not Roberto. I’m charming. Women like me. It’s a gift.”


He was just like his biological father… or so his “mother,” aka the woman who’d given birth to him, raised him for a few years, and then abandoned him, had said when she’d shown up last week. The brief conversation they’d shared came back to haunt him, but he pushed it aside. He wasn’t going to think about that. Nope. So he shoved the memory back into his mental closet.


Only it kept falling out. She’d come looking for peace of mind and ruined his in the process.


“We know the type of women who find you charming,” Tyler said. “Leah Reece is educated, and she’s part Latin, which means she’s too smart to fall into bed with you.”


“Now who’s stereotyping?” Austin asked. “Besides, I didn’t say I was going to sleep with her. I’m going to charm her. Get her to trust me enough to confide in me. And actually, her being Latin works in my favor.” He grinned. “We’ve discussed this before. I go for blondes. Of all the Victoria’s Secret models, there’s only one brunette I’d pick before I’d sleep with their whole catalog of blond models.”


“How the hell did Victoria’s Secret models come into this?” Dallas ranted.


“Anytime you can bring them into the conversation, it’s a good thing,” Austin added with humor. “Besides, I’ve already worked out a plan. Roberto rented the apartment next to hers. She’s a vet, and I’m thinking about getting a dog. I’ll buy one, then pop in to see her and say…‘Hey, aren’t we neighbors?’ And, voilà! Instant connection.”


“Right,” Tyler said. “Once again, you didn’t do your research. Leah Reece isn’t a regular vet, she’s a specialty vet. Special as in a feline specialist. Feline as in cats.” He laughed. “I’d pay to be a fly on the wall. You, an ailurophobe, are going to try to charm a feline specialist. I’ll bet she owns at least two or three cats.”


People owned three cats? “I’m not scared of cats.” But it would be a cold day in hell before he acquired one of those clawed varmints. The scar beneath his right arm started to itch.


“So, the vet angle won’t work,” Austin said. “I’ll find a different way.” Somehow he’d win Leah Reece over enough that she’d confide in him about her brother. How hard could it be? She was, according to Roberto, a petite, pretty little thing with a soft spot for animals.


“I still don’t like it,” Dallas said.


“Me, either,” Austin admitted, still thinking about the cats. “But I’m doing it.”


Monday morning, Leah Reece was busy doing one of the things she did best.


“I swear, you enjoy this, don’t you?” Sara, her vet assistant and good friend, teased as she stroked the anesthetized cat on the table.


“Can’t you see the satisfaction in her eyes?” Evelyn, the office manager of Purrfect Pet Veterinarian Clinic, added from the doorway.


Leah grinned but didn’t look up until she removed the second testicle from the tiny incision and dropped it into the metal container. It landed with a tiny thud in the pan beside its brother ball. “I was just thinking that I’m good at it, but it doesn’t bring me the joy you two are insinuating. Now, if Spooky walked on two legs, thought he was God’s gift to women, and spewed out come-on lines instead of purring, then it would do my heart good.”


They laughed. Then Evelyn cleared her throat. “It’s been two years since the divorce. I think it’s time you stop dreaming of castrating them all and remember what a man can do for you.”


“You mean like cheating on you with your neighbors and running up your credit cards by having phone sex with strangers?” They laughed again. Sometimes even the truth was funny. Or it could be after two years.


Still in the doorway, Evelyn gave Leah her I’m-serious look. Leah adored Evelyn; she’d been the first employee Leah hired three years ago when she started the practice.


She’d known Evelyn was the right fit when Leah asked her if she had any prior office management experience and the fifty-five-year-old answered, “Nope, but I managed to keep a household afloat, take in over ten cats, clothe and feed three boys, and get two through college on my husband’s car salesman income. If you need someone who can run a tight ship, balance a budget, knows how to get stains out of men’s underwear, and doesn’t mind picking up hair balls, I’m your woman. Besides, with the economy down, and one boy still in college, I could really use a job.”


Evelyn cleared her throat again, pulling Leah back to the present. “Brandon was an idiot.”


And managed to make me feel like one, too. “But he was so good at it.” Leah checked Spooky’s scrotum one more time.


Sara chuckled. “I think both of us would have helped you castrate Brandon. But Evelyn’s right—not all men are scum.”


No, Leah thought. Some of them were even worse. Brandon was just the last in a long line of men in her life to disappoint her. First had been her father. Then her half brother. And a few lying-cheating boyfriends along the way. If not for Luis, her younger brother, she’d have given up on the whole male species. But as it was, she would be hard pressed to trust another man. And the only kind she’d let get close were the feline variety that she’d previously neutered.


“Don’t you miss it, just a little bit?” Evelyn asked.


“Miss what?” Leah moved Spooky into the cage on a soft mat where he’d wake up. She gave the unconscious feline an ear rub. Hopefully now that he was fixed, she could find him a home. But Lordy, she was such a sucker for a stray.


If only she didn’t already have four at home…


“A man’s touch,” Sara answered for Evelyn, her voice dreamy. “The way the palm of his hand moves over your skin or fits just so in the curve of your waist. The way he looks at you like you’re eye candy, making your skin get ultrasensitive. Those sexy bedroom smiles that make you squeeze your thighs together a little tighter. Oh, and that moment when he’s naked between the sheets and—”


“Oh, my.” Evelyn fanned herself. “I’m calling my Stewart and telling him to come home early.” She walked out, her step peppier than when she’d walked in.


“Well?” Sara asked.


“Well, what?” Leah barely got the two words out. Her mind was mush and her body ached for something she didn’t think she could ever allow herself to have again. She’d tried it. As wonderful as it all was in the beginning, it cost too damn much. Both emotionally and monetarily. Phone sex didn’t come cheap.


“Do you miss it?” Sara asked.


“Nope,” Leah lied, and looked down at the removed testicles.


Evelyn appeared in the doorway again. “You have a phone call. He says he’s your brother, but it doesn’t sound like Luis.”















CHAPTER TWO



MONDAY AFTERNOON, AUSTIN waited in his truck for Leah Reece to return to her apartment. His plan was simple. Bump into her, start a conversation, eventually get her to trust him enough to tell him about her long-lost, piece-of-shit brother. If that didn’t work, he’d move to plan B.


Problem was, plan B was slightly illegal and could get his ass thrown in jail. He didn’t like jail.


He’d concluded that in the first fifteen minutes of his sixteen-month stay.


But it was worth the risk to get to DeLuna—the man who’d put him there.


He frowned. How late did vets work?


According to Roberto’s description, the woman was petite, young, and pretty. Which sounded almost as bad as “a good personality.” Even if she wasn’t some hot babe, she had the young part going for her, so what was she doing working twelve-hour days?


Hell, maybe she left work and went straight to some date. He could be here until midnight. He groaned. Patience had never been his strong point.


A white Honda pulled in a spot across the way. Right color, wrong car, and parked in the wrong spot. Still, Austin paid attention.


A young, small brunette exited the car. Was it Leah? He should’ve done a better upfront investigation. Tyler always accused him of not being a Boy Scout and being unprepared, and maybe this one time, his partner had a point.


Roberto had sent some surveillance images when he’d done his own Leah Reece investigation, but, pissed when the report stated Roberto had struck out, Austin deleted them.


He continued to study the Honda’s driver. She snatched a baby from the back. Damn! Leah Reece wasn’t a mom.


Another car engine roared close by. The brunette with the baby stepped away from her bumper at the same time a red Ford Focus came hauling ass down the parking lot. He slapped one hand on the horn and bolted out of his car. The woman, clutching her baby, jumped back.


“Slow down,” he yelled at the fleeing car, but he doubted the driver heard him over the music vibrating the windows. The woman nodded a thank-you. He nodded back and crawled back in his truck.


He’d arrived in the town of Heartbroke yesterday and got settled into the apartment. Not that it required a lot of settling. He’d hired a rental company to furnish the apartment on Friday. All he’d brought with him were a few clothes, his laptop, his phone, some basic tools, and Marilyn.


Some guys named their boats, their vehicles, or their dicks. Austin had named his Glock.


Never leave home without Marilyn. He pulled out his gun from the glove compartment. He’d cleaned the weapon twice yesterday to pass time.


Another car engine roared through the parking lot. He set his gun on the passenger seat. When a silver Toyota passed, he flopped back against the seat.


Call him optimistic, but he’d hoped to connect with Leah yesterday—and to have already scheduled a coffee date or something. But she’d stayed locked up in her place. He knew because his apartment was next to hers and he’d kept an ear to the wall half the time.


She’d watched TV and talked on the phone. Not knowing if perhaps she was chatting with her half brother, Rafael DeLuna, frustrated the hell out of him. Hence plan B.


When he’d woken up at six a.m. and didn’t hear anything, he’d run to the parking lot, only to find her white Chevy Cruze gone.


On the way to get plan B supplies, he’d driven by her office. Her car was parked in the back. Why couldn’t she have been a regular vet? He really liked his original plan of getting a dog. Partly because he was thinking about getting one. He liked Bud, Dallas’s dog. Well, everything but the gas bombs he dropped.


Leaning back, he stared at the roof of his Chevy pickup. Boredom already had him by the neck and threatened to choke him. If at home, he’d be working a case or shooting the shit with Tyler and Dallas. They shot a lot of shit.


At first Austin worried about how the two of them getting married might change things. It hadn’t. Oh, they didn’t joke so much about getting laid, but he respected that. He’d even found a soft spot for his partners’ wives. They, of course, were always threatening to fix him up…“with a good girl.”


He told them not to bother. He wanted the bad ones.


Another car’s engine sounded, and he bolted up. He was ready to give plan A a shot before risking plan B. He’d brainstormed a few approaches to Leah, but they felt forced, so he decided to wing it.


With women, he could wing it. He might not be the genius like Tyler, or have the diplomatic skills that Dallas had, but Austin Brook had charm. The kind women loved.


Just like your daddy. Tensing to the point his shoulders hurt, he remembered the words of the woman who had the nerve to call herself his mother.


As if fate knew he needed a distraction, a white Chevy Cruze pulled past. Showtime. His heart raced as the car turned into the parking spot next to him. The space designated for apartment 212.


He grabbed his phone and pretended to be talking in case she noticed him. She never glanced his way. And he never took his eyes off her. A curtain of thick, dark hair hid her face as she pulled into the spot.


She parked and brushed her hair back. Lots of soft-looking dark hair. He studied her feminine profile, a small nose, best described as perky, and lips that were… pouty. Most women accomplished that sultry, seductive look with the right lipstick.


He could be wrong, but he didn’t think she was wearing lipstick.


She pulled her hair on top of her head and shoved something in there to keep it up. With her arms up, he got a glimpse of her upper torso, which included her feminine swell of breasts straining against a pink shirt. He wasn’t sure if it was the breasts or the soft cut of her jawline, but it hit. Recognition. She was… familiar. But from where? She turned and glanced toward her backseat, offering him the frontal view of her face.


Shit! His grip on the phone tightened while his other hand locked around the steering wheel. She looked just like the Victoria’s Secret model. The one brunette who had him overlooking the blondes. Hell, he’d spent more nights with this woman—in his mind—than he could count.


Was that her? Was she moonlighting as a model? He’d heard some models did that. She exited her car and walked around the passenger side. She wasn’t the model.


As Roberto had implied, Leah Reece was petite. The angel he adored from afar who posed in sexy underwear was five feet and eleven inches. He knew ’cause he’d surfed her website—fuel for his fantasies.


He mentally measured Leah as she opened the back passenger door. Maybe five-three. He liked them tall, he reminded himself, when he felt the initial stirring of male interest.


She leaned forward to grab whatever it was in her backseat, presenting him a good view of her backseat—a very nice, rounded ass covered in soft denim. The view had his jeans feeling crowded.


“She’s not the model,” he muttered to chase away the stirring in his boxers. It didn’t work. She’s DeLuna’s sister, damn it!


His crotch listened to the second point.


She raised up with grocery bags hanging from each hand. His gaze stayed fixed on her as she started walking.


That’s when he remembered he was supposed to be bumping into her.


She was already in the front of his car. If he didn’t do this now, it wouldn’t work. He twisted for the door, and bumped the horn with his elbow. When he looked up, Leah Reece had her arms in the air, and raining down on her were the bags’ contents.


Oh, hell. This was not a smooth, charm-her-into-trusting-him approach.


Improvise, his gut told him as he reached for the door. Wing it. Hadn’t he just admitted being good at that?


The horn blew. Leah’s breath hitched in her throat. Her arms shot up and her groceries went up with them, some escaping from the bags, others crashing to the pavement inside the thin white plastic.


“I’m sorry,” a deep voice said at the same time her bottle of cheap Cabernet landed with a resounding crack.


Panic still biting her stomach, she took two big backward steps. When her startled gaze spotted the man hurrying toward her, her need to escape vanished. Blond, apologetic blue eyes, clean-cut. Not Rafael, a calming internal voice whispered. Not Cruz. And not someone who looked like one of her half brother’s homeys, either.


She hadn’t realized it until now, but the call from her half brother had put her on edge. The alarm tensing her insides faded, replaced with grief—grief for her bottle of Cab.


“Really sorry.” He stepped closer. All six-foot-plus of him.


“It’s okay.” She knelt beside her discarded groceries, embarrassed at how she’d overreacted. She stared at his cowboy-booted feet and not his handsome face. It wasn’t this stranger’s fault she’d jumped out of her own skin at the sound of a horn. She glanced at the plastic bag holding the wine and saw the red liquid slowly filling the plastic bag. After the day she’d had, she could have used a couple of glasses.


The stranger knelt beside her. His muscled thighs straining against his jeans filled her view. Not wanting to get caught crotch staring, she gazed up at him re-bagging the undamaged goods.


Tongue-tied, she refocused on the plastic bag filling up with wine. Turning her head, she looked to see if the garbage can was still located between the parking spaces. It was.


She reached for the bag with the broken wine, but the good-looking stranger got to it first.


“Let me.” Obviously having seen her eyeing the garbage, he picked up the bag and straightened. A piece of broken glass must have poked through the plastic because wine began to squirt out in a steady stream. Bright red Cabernet hit her pink shirt, across her boobs.


She squealed.


“Shit!” He yanked up the bag.


Up, which meant the stream got her in the face. Her eyes started burning. She blinked.


“Damn,” he muttered.


She slammed her eyes shut, lost her balance, and plopped back on her butt. She fanned her face, hoping to cool the sting in her eyes. The wine bottle hit the ground again.


She heard him shuffling around. “Here. Take this.” Fabric came against her face. “Wipe your eyes?”


She buried her face in the cotton and kept blinking.


“Friggin’ hell,” he gritted out at the same time the roar of a car’s engine and blaring music vibrated the pavement. “That car again!”


Leah felt herself being swooped up. Up into the man’s arms at the same time she heard a car zoom closer.


“Slow the hell down! It’s a damn parking lot, not a racetrack!” the man bellowed out.


Catching her breath, her body cradled against a warm masculine chest, she pulled the cotton fabric from her face and turned her watery eyes to him. She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Probably because she didn’t have a clue what to say. It wasn’t every day she was doused in wine and swooped up by a hot guy whose crotch she’d just stared at.


He scowled. Yet somehow she understood it was targeted toward the driver of the car and not her.


“Are your eyes okay?” Concern tightened the corners of his mouth.


She nodded and tried to blink away the Cab-induced tears. The fruity smell of berry and oak tannins filled her nose, but beneath that she caught the scent of male aftershave.


Spicy.


Earthy.


Nice.


She took another deep breath. Was the wine going to her head? She looked at the bunched-up cotton she used as a towel and realized it was the man’s shirt. And that’s when she realized all the warmth surrounding her was skin.


Warm naked skin. Yup, the wine had gone to her head.


She cut her eyes to his bare shoulder. Then, aware of the feel of his arms holding her, his muscled chest, she remembered Sara asking, Don’t you miss it? “It” referring to a man’s touch and all the sinfully wonderful sensations that came with it.


Like how warm his solid, slightly bulging muscle in his left arm felt pressed against the side of her breast. Like the tingles his other arm sent pressed to the back of her thighs. Even through her jeans, she felt his corded muscles.


Her heart beat to a tune of romance—well, not romance, she didn’t know this man; this wasn’t romance. This was pure lust. She drew in a gulp of air to sober her thoughts. Aftershave and wine filled her nose, a combo that reminded her of lusty romantic evenings.


“Uh. Can… you put me down?” she managed to say.


“S-sorry.” He set her on her feet. “You’re so light, I barely noticed I was holding you.”


Barely noticed? Just the impression a woman wanted to make.


She glanced at his wine-stained shirt and then down to her wine-stained blouse, which had come unbuttoned and exposed her once white, now Cab-pink, bra. She looked up. His eyes dropped to her chest. She slapped his wine-soaked shirt over her wine-soaked boobs and bra. Well, he did seem to notice that.


He swung around as if offering her privacy. “I’m sorry,” he repeated.


She buttoned her shirt. After a few awkward seconds, he looked over his shoulder and then turned around.


His blue eyes—baby blue, sky blue—met hers and stayed there for several heartbeats.


“Here.” She handed him his shirt. “I… don’t know if the wine will come out, but if you wash it now, it might.”


“It’s not important.” He hung the shirt over his shoulder and knelt to collect her scattered groceries. Of course, most of them, like the flattened loaf of bread and the carton of eggs oozing yellow yolks, were toast.


“I should say thank you,” she said.


He stood up. “For what? Accidentally blowing my horn and scaring the shit out of you, squirting wine on you and in your eyes, or almost getting you run over?” He laughed.


A really nice laugh. She smiled—especially when she saw what he had in his hands. “How about for saving me from being run over and for… attempting to rescue my tampons.” She took the box of smashed feminine protection. His look of embarrassment came and then went when he laughed again.


She moved and tossed the squashed package in the garbage.


When she faced him again, her gaze shifted from his sexy smile to his bare chest. Needing a distraction, she started picking up the other remnants of her purchases to toss in the garbage. She grieved slightly over her flattened, frozen mushroom pizza, oozing out of the box and wearing a tire track down the middle.


Avoiding his gaze, she grabbed the few items that weren’t complete roadkill: a can of corn, some soup, and a pack of toilet paper.


He held out a plastic bag.


“Thank you.” She took the bag.


Another smile lit up his eyes. “My name’s Austin Brook… shire.”


He seemed to stumble over his name, telling her he wasn’t nearly as confident as she’d originally thought. That made him more likable. She’d had her fill of overconfident, cocky playboys who thought they were God’s gift to women. Guys who made you feel complete and loved until you spent a few years married to them. Guys you were trying to start a family with, and then, bam, you realize they were charging phone sex calls on your credit card and having sex with your neighbor. Yup, she’d had enough of that kind.


Then again, she’d had her fill of all men. And she needed to nip this… cute, funny conversation, which entailed thank-yous, apologies, and a mention of tampons, in the bud before he assumed she was interested.


Of course, he hadn’t really shown any interest in her. Well, other than sneaking a peek at her boobs; but she couldn’t blame him. She’d sneaked a peek at his chest, too. She wasn’t counting the crotch stare. He’d put it in her line of vision.


Ahh, but she didn’t fool herself. Men like him, even the uncocky ones, with his body and blond hair and blue eyes, could snap their fingers and have any woman they wanted. Women like models, superstars, or high-brow types who wore fancy high heels, worked at their six-figure-income jobs, and drank expensive wine.


Not that she considered herself a bad catch. But she wouldn’t trade in her career for anything highbrow. She was good at her job. Even if most of her income derived from removing testicles.


Someday, when her school loans were paid off and her brother’s education was taken care of, she’d be able to afford a pair of Christian Louboutin high heels. God knew she could use a few inches. Maybe she’d even find the means to buy something better than a screw-top bottle of Cab.


Realizing his gaze had returned to her chest with interest, she stepped back. It was good-bye time.


She cleared her throat.


He gazed up, looking a tad guilty, and focused on her face. “That’s odd,” he said.


“Odd?” She glanced down and didn’t see anything odd about her boobs. They were perfectly good, wine-doused, small size-C boobs. Well, one was a little bigger than the other, but that was normal. “What’s odd?”


He bit back a smile. “Not your…” He almost laughed. “I meant, usually when someone tells you their name, the other person responds by telling you their name. I told you my name. And your name is…?”


She hesitated. “Leah.” She sat her salvaged bag of goods at her feet and picked up the last of her run-over groceries. A couple of egg yolks slipped from the bottom of the demolished egg carton. One plopped on her jean-covered thigh, and another made its way down to the toe of her tennis shoe.


Yellow goo ran down her leg and the sides of her right shoe. She realized she was pretty much feeling that way inside. Gooey.


And it was his fault. His smile. His naked chest.


“Just Leah?” he asked.


“Yes.” She cringed, realizing how silly she sounded. “No. I mean…” You won’t need to know my name. “Leah Reece.” Ignoring the mess on her jeans and shoe, and the mess that was called her life, she stepped away to toss the items. Moving back to where he stood, she snatched up her bag. “And… I should be… need to get going. I have… calls to make.”


“You live in the apartments?” He inched closer.


She nodded, a car eased past and the driver stared at them, and she realized how odd they looked, him shirtless, her covered in wine and eggs.


“Can I help with your groceries?” he asked.


She held up her one bag and tried not to let her gaze go to his bare chest. “I got it. But… thanks.”


Offering him her best smile, because that was all she could offer, she walked away.


Don’t you miss it? Sara’s question echoed in her head again.


Hell, yes, she missed it. But what she didn’t miss was the pain that always followed the pleasure.















CHAPTER THREE



NOTE TO SELF, Austin thought thirty minutes later: Improvising and winging it might not always be the best idea from now on.


But, shit! He’d made a mess out of the “chance” meeting. He’d almost given her his real name. And he was paying for that mess now. He glanced around to make sure no one was nearby.


Desperate times led to desperate measures. And this was pretty damn desperate. Not as risky as plan B, but a lot more embarrassing.


Confident no one was watching, he hurried down aisle six with his cart to the smaller boxed items, wishing a pack would just jump off the shelf and into his shopping basket.


Again looking to see if he was alone, he sifted through the bag of run-over items to check for the brand. He found it and then noticed… Who would have ever guessed these things came in sizes? He looked back up.


“Shit,” he muttered. This would teach him not to wing it.


It took a good three minutes to find the slim medium absorbent. Snatching up the twenty-four pack—just like she’d purchased—he studied the tampons one more time to make sure he had the right kind.


“Crazy what we’ll do to get into a woman’s pants, isn’t it?” A voice came at Austin’s right.


Flinching, he dropped the box in his cart and glanced at the man who looked about as uncomfortable as Austin felt. About his age, he stood puzzling over the tampon varieties, too.


“Is she worth it?” the man asked, losing his look of embarrassment, as if talking sex would make this easier.


A denial was on Austin’s lips. This wasn’t about getting into any woman’s pants; it was about getting the woman’s asshole of a half brother. But then his mind re-created the vision of her pants, or rather the perfectly round ass inside those pants. Following that vision came one of her dimples. When she smiled, they literally winked at him. Hell, even the Victoria’s Secret model didn’t have dimples.


But Leah Reece wasn’t tall, he reminded himself again. Then he realized the man standing beside him, holding a package of sixty-four name-brand, medium extra-absorbent tampons, was staring at him.


Is she worth it? The man’s question repeated in his head.


“Yeah, she’s worth it,” he muttered, not completely lying because he imagined she would be. Not that he had any intention of getting into Leah Reece’s pants. Information. That’s what he was after.


“Gotta get the right kind, or she’ll send me back,” the man moaned. “It’s a damn piece of cotton in a tube; how the hell can they be so different?”


Austin looked into the bag one more time, assuring he hadn’t messed up, because frankly if he had to shove something up his body, he’d be picky, too. His face reddened just thinking about it.


“Later,” he said, not in the mood to discuss tampons with a stranger anymore, and pushed his cart toward the egg aisle.


He was careful to buy all the same items, and only reconsidered when he got to the wine section.


Seriously, how good could a ten-dollar wine be? He stared at the bottle of Napa, California, Cab, one of his favorites that he served when having company and making homemade pizza. Thoughts of pizza had his appetite stirring. Then he looked again at the other items in his cart.


Everything was the store brand and the cheapest on the market. Was Leah Reece cutting corners? The apartment she rented wasn’t in the slums, but with not-so-new carpet in the halls, walls that could use a paint job, and speeding demons running through the parking lot, it sure as hell left a lot to be desired. Didn’t vets make a decent living?


He considered her age. She might still be paying off school loans. It hit him then what this meant. Her dear ol’ brother must not be sharing any of his illegal gains from his drug-and gun-running business. Or maybe Leah didn’t want any part of his dirty money.


The sweet smile she’d offered him before walking away flashed in his mind. He liked the thought of her being better than her asshole brother, or he did until he realized what that meant. If she didn’t want any part of his money, she might not want any part of her brother. And damn it, if that was the case, she wouldn’t know where he was.


Austin stood in the middle of the Cab section gnawing on that thought, when another one hit. Was she the proprietor of her vet clinic? If so, then someone, maybe DeLuna, had helped finance that.


Grabbing his phone from his pocket, he searched for Roberto’s number and hit dial.


“Yeah?” Roberto muttered.


“Good or bad time?” Austin asked.


“Give me a second,” Roberto answered with all sorts of construction noises going on in the background. It took thirty seconds before he spoke again. “What’s up?”


“You still on the job?”


“Leaving for the day.”


“About our subject. Is she hurting for funds?”


“In debt up to her cute ying yang,” he said.


So Roberto thought her ying yang was cute? “The clinic she works at, is it hers?”


“And Chase Bank’s. A whopping two thousand a month. Add her school loans and her brother’s college, and if there’s not enough sick kitties that month, she’s probably eating rice and beans and beans and rice.”


“How do you know this?” Frustration echoed in Austin’s voice.


Silence filled the line, and it felt intentional on Roberto’s part. Finally he muttered, “I told you guys when you hired me not to question my methods. You three might still worry about abiding by the rules, but me? Not so much.”


Austin gripped his phone tighter. “I don’t give jack shit how you got it. All I want to know is how accurate it is.”


Roberto still paused. “Accurate. Let’s just say every time I walked by her mailbox the lock kept falling open.”


“And you don’t think she’s getting any handouts from relatives?” Austin did a few more calculations in his head. “Is she making enough to pay all those bills?”


“You ever taken a pet to a vet?” Roberto asked. “It can run you a fortune. Not that it wouldn’t be tight. She doesn’t even stop by Starbucks for coffee, and she shops like a senior citizen on Social Security.”


Austin looked at the basket of low-cost goods. Roberto hit the mark on that one.


“Like I told you,” Roberto said, “I think you’re farting in the wind on this one.”


Austin ran a hand over his face. “If she’s taking care of her younger brother’s college, she’s into family. My gut says she knows more than we think.”


“You’ve met her, haven’t you?”


“Yeah,” Austin admitted.


“Cute little thing, isn’t she?”


“Not my type,” he ground out.


Roberto chuckled. “You tried to pick her up, didn’t you? Don’t feel bad, she gave me the brush-off, too.”


Austin frowned. Half the problem was he had picked her up, and there was nothing cold about the experience. She’d been so warm, so easy to hold. The feel of her in his arms was… he couldn’t really describe it, but it felt… natural.


She’d even smelled natural, not perfumey, but like… cookies, no… like freshly baked waffle cones in an ice cream parlor.


“I like tall blondes,” he added, wishing his libido would remember that.


“Then wait until you get a peek at her vet assistant.” Roberto exhaled. “Not that… I mean, she’s probably not your type, either. She’s got a kid.”


Bet she doesn’t have dimples. Freaking hell, since when did he give a damn about dimples? He wiped a palm over his face again, as if to wipe away the thought. “I’m not here to pick up women!” he said.


“I wasn’t trying to pick her up, either, just attempting to get some info. I’m not interested in chasing tail.” Roberto sounded defensive.


His tone felt off. Truth was, something about Roberto had always felt off. At times, he came off as an upstanding citizen. Too upstanding, considering he made money doing dirty undercover work for anyone who’d pay him. He liked putting the bad guys away. Although, he didn’t seem to like cops any more than he did the jerks he turned in. Something Austin, Dallas, and Tyler respected.


But Roberto also didn’t seem to mind crossing a few lines to get a job done. From what Austin could tell, the lines the man crossed weren’t anything Austin wouldn’t step over himself. In spite of being slow to get a big payoff on DeLuna, Roberto was good at what he did.


“I’m only interested in finding DeLuna.” Not petite, dimple-faced women with cute ying yangs! “Her loyalty to her younger sibling is proof that family is important to her.”


“Yeah, but the younger one has never been in trouble. I think your girl is squeaky clean and doesn’t care to wallow in the mud, if you get my meaning.”


“All the more reason for her to want to save her brother,” Austin said.


“And I think she knows he’s low-life shit and can’t be saved.”


Low-life shit. It wasn’t so much what Roberto said, but how he said it. A tone so much like his and his two partners’ when they spoke of DeLuna. Austin recalled how, in the beginning, Tyler had surmised Roberto had his own agenda with DeLuna. They couldn’t prove it, but they decided they didn’t see a downside if it were true. As long as Roberto’s agenda led to the same place theirs did—with DeLuna either behind bars or six feet under—they didn’t give a damn.


“What is—” Austin heard the click of the line being disconnected.


Roberto hit the off button the second he heard the footsteps behind him, and spewed out a few lines. “Look, bitch, I’ve told you. It’s over. Pay your own rent.” He pretended to hang up.


“Problems?” A deep voice came from behind him.


Roberto recognized the voice. Brad, Roberto’s ticket into Cruz’s private club. Cruz was the owner of the construction company and Brad’s brother-in-law. While the company did fairly well, it was really more of a front. The real money came from the illegal dealings. And the orders came from the Big Boss in charge of all the illegal dealings.


The Big Boss being Rafael DeLuna.


“Just some chick who gave it up a couple of times and now thinks I’m her sugar daddy.”


“You seem to have a lot of those kinds of calls.” Brad crossed his arms over his meaty chest. And at six-five, there was a lot of meat.


Hell, had Roberto used that line already? He needed to be more careful. “I guess my dick gets me into trouble.”


“Let’s hope it’s just your dick.” Brad’s tone dropped to a serious range. The man had worked in construction all his life, and his build showed it. He reminded Roberto of one of those television wrestlers, three-hundred-plus pounds of muscle. Almost bald, the burly guy was downright scary looking. But, in reality, he was a wimp. He might do well in construction, but he wasn’t nearly bad enough to work for someone like Cruz or DeLuna. Not heartless enough.


“What’re you saying?” Roberto forced his tone down to the serious level.


“You know what I’m saying.”


“Are you fucking accusing me of being the leak? Are you forgetting I took a knife for your ass? Remind me next time to let you die.” Taking the knife had been a stupid mistake. He’d thought he’d step in, take a few punches, and show his loyalty to Brad. Roberto hadn’t known the kid had a knife. It had hurt like hell, but the mistake had got him what he wanted. Closer to Brad. Closer to DeLuna’s operation. Closer to making that bastard pay.


“I’m not accusing you, but someone will if you keep this crap up.”


“What crap? Just because I work for you doesn’t mean I can’t have a private conversation. Next you’ll be saying I can’t take a shit alone. You’ll want someone to come in there and wipe my ass for me.”


“Look,” Brad snapped. “If this keeps up, if another delivery goes bad, heads are going to roll. And it might be yours if you don’t watch your step.”


“Did something else happen?” Roberto saw genuine fear in the big guy’s eyes. Of course Roberto knew what’d happened. And with this drug-deal-gone-bad situation, like the last four, he hadn’t collected for his services or let Austin and his partners help pull the final strings. DeLuna was bound to start looking at the Only in Texas bunch, and the last thing Roberto wanted was the guilt of someone else’s death on his conscience.


His conscience was friggin’ full already.


At first, the Only in Texas team was just another way to support his own mission. With them it was a true win/win. They wanted DeLuna and so did he. But after getting to know the detectives a little, he didn’t want to see them go down in the process.


Eventually, when you surrounded yourself with nothing but scum, it was easy to emotionally attach yourself to anyone decent with whom you had regular contact. The Only in Texas PIs were decent. They might have carried a shield at one time, but like him, they now knew how useless the cops could be.


And like him, they had an agenda. Theirs was justice. His wasn’t so politically correct. He wanted revenge. It didn’t have to be wrapped up pretty. He didn’t want it to be pretty. Not for DeLuna.


And if he got a few more creeps off the street while he was at it, great. He’d need some good karma when he arrived at the pearly gates.


“Fuck, yeah, something else happened.” Brad spoke with such emotion that spittle left his mouth. “Someone tipped off the cops in that Austin job.”


“No shit?” Roberto asked. “But wasn’t that just a small run?” Of course, he knew it was small. He’d borrowed the Only in Texas’s method of getting to DeLuna. Keep interfering with his business, and sooner or later the asshole would surface to do something about it.


“Small, yes, but they are adding up. And Cruz and the Boss have lost their patience.” Guilt filled the man’s eyes and he leaned in. “Johnny… you know, the skinny kid, he did the delivery, and because he stopped and made a few calls, they think he tipped off the cops.” A frown marred the big man’s face. “They sent some guys to post his bail and… I’m told they made an example of him as a warning. When the news comes out about his body being found, they’re taping it, and I’m supposed to make sure all the guys here see it, as a warning.”


“They killed him?” Roberto didn’t want to believe it.


Brad nodded. “That’s shitty, isn’t it?”


“Damn.” Roberto’s stomach knotted when he remembered meeting Johnny, but then he also recalled the twenty-year-old bragging about taking part in a gang rape of a fifteen-year-old girl. Johnny belonged to part of Roberto’s karma plan. His conscience wouldn’t have to take a hit on this one. He still felt hit.


Realizing Brad was staring at him, Roberto asked, “So they think he was behind it, huh?”


“Somebody’s doing it. And Johnny seemed like the obvious one. At least that’s what they said. But, damn it! He was just a kid.”


Roberto drew in a sobering breath. “Maybe the cops have just gotten better at sniffing them out?”


“That would be too much of a coincidence. They don’t believe in coincidences. And if this shit doesn’t stop, someone here will be the next Johnny. I work with these guys. How am I supposed to just watch them take one of ’em out?”


“We just hope it stops.” But it wasn’t going to stop and Roberto knew it. The next job-gone-bad deal was tomorrow in San Antonio. He’d dropped that info on an undercover cop and already collected a cool two hundred.


Life was about to get interesting. And not in a good way.


An hour later, Leah ran her spoon around the bowl, watching what Campbell’s called stars swirl in the broth. Tiny cubes of chicken and occasional fragments of carrot swam around the bits of pasta.


Skitter, her gray and tan tabby, leaped onto the table and stared at the soup. He raised his paw as if to catch moving parts, but she caught his foot. “This is my dinner. I fed you, remember?”


He looked insulted. Sighing, she fished out a piece of chicken. “You know I shouldn’t do that. I jump on my clientele for doing that.” The cat collected his prize.


Staring back at her uneaten dinner, she gave her spoon another lap around the soup and inhaled the savory scent. She’d already had her taste buds set on pizza and half of the bottle of wine that had perished in the parking lot. Along with part of her sanity.


Pushing her soup and all the parking lot memories to the back burner, she stared at her phone, wishing Luis would call. She’d left three messages. Which was probably why he wasn’t calling.


He’d told her that whenever she was upset, her voice was a dead ringer for their late aunt Nita’s your-ass-is-grass tone. Considering their aunt had raised them since Leah was eight and her brother was two, it was no wonder she took after her aunt. And considering how many times her brother’s ass had been grass with his aunt, Luis was an expert on the tone. But like Aunt Nita, that tone stemmed from love.


Besides, how could Luis not expect her to be upset? He knew better than to contact Rafael. Every damn time her half brother popped in their life, shit popped up with him. Leah had her quota of shit for a lifetime.


A loud knock sounded at her door, and Leah’s heart knocked with it. She recalled Rafael’s words when she’d refused to give him Luis’s contact information. Don’t piss me off, Sis. Family loyalty has never been big in our kinfolk.


Old news, she’d thought. She’d discovered that as a kid, when she’d asked her mom how come her daddy didn’t live with her all the time like her friends’ dads. Mom told her that her daddy had an important job. Mom also told her… Absence makes the heart grow fonder.


Even at six, she hadn’t believed it. A few years later she learned the truth. Daddy had another family. Obviously, he didn’t need absence to make his heart grow fonder for them.


She wasn’t sure if Rafael’s smart-ass remark had been a threat, but it felt like it. Already, talking to him had cost her a couple bags of groceries, her much needed wine, a blouse, a bra, and a lot of embarrassment.


The knock sounded again. Pressing her hand to the door, she lifted on her tiptoes and spied through the peephole.


“Crap!” She pulled back. Not Rafael. Her racing heart took on a different tune. Austin Brookshire. Why his name had stuck so easily in her memory bank, she didn’t know.


Oh, hell, she did know.


She hadn’t stopped thinking about him. His smile, the devilish twinkle in his blue eyes, the feel of his naked chest.


Sara! It was Sara’s fault for talking about missing a man’s touch. But blaming someone wasn’t going to answer the door, or fix her problem. Problem being it was getting harder to deny that part of herself that craved a little company. Male company.


“Damn! Damn! Damn,” she muttered.















CHAPTER FOUR



AUSTIN HEARD THE expletive and leaned a bit closer.


“Leah? It’s me, Austin,” he said, even though he’d seen the peephole go dark and knew she’d peered out.


“I’m not home.” It was little more than a murmur, but the words still traveled through the cheap-ass apartment door.


“You know I can hear you, right?”


“Shit!” Her voice carried again, and he grinned trying to imagine her expression when flustered. Did her soft brown eyes get a little darker? Did those pouty lips get a little poutier?


“I come bearing gifts,” he said, his mind envisioning her mouth.


“I don’t want any gifts.” Her tone sounded extra-defiant. “I don’t like gifts.”


“Why wouldn’t you like gifts?” He leaned his hip against the door frame, genuinely curious. Every woman he’d dated loved gifts. At the beginning of every relationship, he always brought them gifts.


When she didn’t answer, he replied, “They really aren’t gifts. They’re… replacements. For the groceries I turned into roadkill. Please open the door.”


She opened the door, but not enough to be an invitation to come inside. “You didn’t have to do that.”


“Yes, I did,” he said. How else are you going to trust me enough to tell me what I need to know? The thought brought tension in his shoulders. Or was the tension from feeling the punch of attraction again?


She’d changed out of her wine-soaked clothes. She wore a light blue T-shirt and a pair of gray sweats. Both fit her very well and showcased a body that was all curves.


“I was careful to get all the same items.” He held out the bag in his hand.


She stepped out a few inches, eyeing the bags. Her hair hung loose and locks of it kept shifting over her breasts.


“My frozen mushroom pizza?” Hunger flashed in her eyes. Her tongue dipped out and swiped across her bottom lip.


“Got it.” His gaze stayed glued to her mouth when she leaned forward and glanced inside the bag.


She looked up and smiled. “Wow. You must have felt really bad.”


“Because I got your mushroom pizza?”


“No”—she pointed inside the bag—“because you bought me tampons.” Her dimples deepened in her cheeks. “Never met a man who’d do that.”


“There’s always a first time. And a last.” Damn she was pretty. And in a refreshing way. Not made up, or artificial. Half the women he dated used clothes and makeup as a mask. This petite little feminine package before him wore no mask; there was nothing counterfeit or artificial about her.


She rolled her eyes. “You really didn’t have to do this. I didn’t blame you.”


He didn’t blame her, either. The realization hit. He’d thought he’d instantly dislike her. He thought every time he looked at her, he would think of the scumbag who’d framed him and cheated him out of sixteen months of his life.


But, nope. Right now he knew that she couldn’t help who her brother was, any more than he could help who his mother was. Or his father for that matter.


But that didn’t change anything.


If she knew where DeLuna was, he intended to find out. Just because he didn’t hold a grudge against her didn’t mean he didn’t hold one against her brother.


“The only thing I gave you an upgrade on was the wine.” He set the bag on the floor and pulled out the bottle of Cabernet from the other.


Temptation flashed in her eyes.


He couldn’t help wondering what else tempted her. “I have a couple of glasses in my apartment.”


She jerked her eyes up. The longing and humor vanished.


Glancing at the bag at his feet, she said, “I tell you what. I’ll take everything but the wine.”


“No. I mean…” He wasn’t accustomed to being turned down. “You sharing the wine with me wasn’t a condition. I just thought… since we’re neighbors…” He motioned to the door to his left.


“You live… there?” Her expression looked as if she’d just sniffed sour milk.


“Don’t worry, I’m a good neighbor. No loud music, no wild parties.” And as soon as I get the info I need, I’ll never bother you again. His gut tightened. “I’m just new in town and thought…”


“I’m not interested in…” She paused.


“Conversation?” he finished for her. “Because that’s all I was asking for.”


She bit down on the edge of her bottom lip and studied him. “Gay?”


“What?” he asked, certain he’d misunderstood.


“Are you gay?”


“No! Hell, no. Not even a little bit. I meant… I wasn’t looking… I just wanted…”


She leaned closer. “Keep your eye out for the woman who lives in two-oh-six and the one in two hundred. Both blondes, they have guys come and go all the time, so I know they are open to”—she shrugged—“ conversation.”


“You’re difficult,” he said, not even meaning to state it out loud.


“And you’re pushy,” she said, pursing her lips into a tight bow.


He frowned. “Because I asked you to share a glass of wine with me?”


“No. Because I refused your offer and you can’t accept it.”


“I can accept it.” He just didn’t like it.


“Good. Then enjoy the wine.” She nodded at the bottle and reached for the other bag.


“No,” he said, getting more agitated, “the wine stays with the pizza.” He leaned down and snatched up the other bag before she did, and placed the bottle inside. Then he handed both bags off to her. “Take it.”


She did but didn’t look happy. “See, you’re pushy.”


“And you’re still difficult,” he answered back. But then he spotted the grin flashing in her eyes and couldn’t stop himself from laughing. The sound of her laugh followed his and had her dimples winking at him. He got the oddest desire to touch her cheek. Since when had he enjoyed arguing with a woman?


“Okay,” she said, her smile still on her lips. “I’ll be the bigger person and say thank you.”


He quirked another brow at her. “But you still won’t share it?”


“Nope.” She didn’t even hesitate. “But I’m still the bigger person.”


Not by a long shot, he almost said, remembering how small she’d felt in his arms. Warm. Soft. Almost fragile. “How tall are you?”


She rolled her eyes. “I meant ‘bigger’ hypothetically. I’m five-two and a half.”


“With or without shoes?” He laughed again. But the laugh was cut short when not one, but two, yellow-eyed creatures appeared at the door. One was black, and one was orange. Their presence had the air he’d just inhaled hitching in his chest. Then the black one hissed.


He forced himself to step, not jump, back. He should have been better at hiding his fear since Tyler occasionally brought his wife’s cat to the office. And maybe Austin was better, but his skin still crawled, and the two-inch scar under his arm that he’d carried since he was four started to itch.


“You have two cats?”


“No,” she said. “Four. Two are just semi-feral.”


“Four,” he said. “I thought that was illegal.”


She made a cute face. “No. Well, I mean the apartment manager thinks I have two. But that’s our secret.” She studied him. “You don’t like cats?”


His gaze shifted from the devilish-looking creatures to her soft brown eyes. “What’s not to like?” It came out sounding sincere, but only because he started thinking about her.


“You have one?” she asked.


“Yes, I mean, no. I just lost one, not too long ago.” See, he could wing it.


“Sorry. That’s hard. I’m a vet. Purrfect Pets. I specialize in felines.” Her empathy-filled eyes widened. “Are you open to adopting? I have one I’m trying to place in a good home.”


Oh, shit. “No, I…” Absolutely no more winging it.


“Too soon?” she asked.


“Yeah.” He jumped at that answer.


“You know sometimes it can help.”


“That’s not the case,” he said quickly.


She nodded and looked at the wine in the bag and then she met his gaze. Temptation filled her eyes. And just like that, he knew. She was reconsidering. They were going to share the wine.


“Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad thing…” A phone rang. She looked back inside, then up at him. The spark of promise in her eyes vanished.


“I should… take this. It’s probably my brother. Thanks again.”


Austin’s gut tightened as she closed the door.


Which brother?


He stood there, even moved in to see if he could hear. The cheap-ass door was just thick enough to prevent eavesdropping from across the room.


Frowning, he swung back to his apartment.


Looked like he was going with plan B.


“Luis?” Leah dropped the groceries on the table and snatched up the phone without checking the number. Her gaze shot back to her front door, and her heart raced at how close she’d come to agreeing to share the wine with her new hot neighbor. Which, no doubt, would have been a colossal mistake.


“Luis?” she repeated.


“Sorry, it’s me, Evelyn.”


“Oh,” Leah said. Where the hell was Luis? Was something wrong?


“You okay?” her office manager asked.


“Fine.”


“You don’t sound fine. It’s that half brother of yours, isn’t it? He’s bad news, right?”


Leah hadn’t done a lot of talking about Rafael. As a matter of fact, Evelyn and Sara had sort of been giving her the stink eye, because she out-and-out told them “no questions.” She had her reasons, too. Talking about Rafael would lead her to talking about her dad, and some things were best forgotten.


She remembered telling Austin, I don’t want any gifts, I don’t like gifts. She’d seen the gifts her father had brought her mother. Hell, Leah had even gotten a few gifts from him. Something pretty wrapped up in a neat little bow to make up for the fact that they were his dirty little secret.


They weren’t even good enough to get his name. Little did he know, Leah would have traded those presents any day of the week for a real father who loved her. And while in his own way he might’ve loved their mom, he’d proven how little he loved her and Luis when their mom died in a car accident and he disappeared.


“Is this brother causing you trouble?”


“I didn’t say that.”


“You didn’t have to say it. You’ve been off your game ever since he called this morning. That, and the fact that you’ve never even mentioned that you have a half brother, tells me he’s trouble.”


“Yeah, well, he’s not worth mentioning.”


“Well, if he causes you any problems, let me know. I’ve got four six-foot-plus strapping men—a hubby and three sons—who’d be happy to teach a guy a lesson.”


“I don’t think it’ll come to that.” Her mind ran with Evelyn’s six-foot-plus comment and landed right back to her new neighbor. “So you just called to check on me?”


“No, I forgot to tell you that I’m going to be late tomorrow. It’s my morning to get my boobs smashed.”


“Your morning to get what?” Leah asked.


“Boobs smashed. You know, mammogram. They have you strip down, tape BBs to your nipples, then have you stand there willingly while they put them in a large vise and smoosh the hell out of them.”


“Sounds like fun.” Leah covered her boobs protectively with her free arm.


“It is. I always ask the technician if I can wear the BBs home to entice my hubby.”


Leah chuckled. “You’re crazy.”


“You need a little crazy in your life,” Evelyn said. “How long has it been since you enjoyed yourself?”


Tonight verbally sparring and flirting with Austin Brookshire. “Maybe I’ll see about getting a mammogram.” But for now, at least she had her pizza and wine. Phone caught between her ear and shoulder, she picked up the bag and went into the kitchen and started putting away the groceries.


“Oh, guess who I ran into today at the grocery store?” Evelyn asked.


“George Clooney?” Leah put the eggs in the fridge.


Evelyn chuckled. “I wish. It was Eric Taylor. He asked how things were going and said again for you to call him if you changed your mind.”


Leah closed her eyes. At times she was tempted to call Eric and take him up on his offer. But Purrfect Pets had been her dream, and letting him buy into the business and turn it into a traditional vet office would change things. Eric, who had sold his clinic back in Austin, had moved back home to Heartbroke. He was working part-time with the only other vet in town, and he wasn’t too happy and thought they would make good partners. And they probably would. Deep down she knew if things didn’t pick up, she might have to accept his offer. But she’d cross that bridge when she was pushed on it. Or would it be too late then?


“What did you tell him?” Leah pulled the box of tampons from the box and smiled in spite of the dire conversation. She still couldn’t believe he’d bought them.


“That I’d pass on the message,” Evelyn answered.


“And do you have an opinion on the issue?” Leah sat the tampons on the counter. With Evelyn being the office manager, she knew Leah’s financial woes.


“It would make your life easier,” Evelyn said. “But we’re still hanging on.”


Her phone beeped. “Hey, I got another call. I should take it. Just come in tomorrow when you’re done.” She clicked off.


“Luis?” She spoke her brother’s name, hoping she was right.


“Is something wrong?” Luis’s voice should have calmed her, but instead her anger at him for trying to contact Rafael rose to the surface.


“I’ve called you like five times,” Leah said.


“I know,” Luis said. “But I’m out of town and have been with friends all day.”


“Out of town?” Leah asked. “Where are you?”


“In San Antonio. Helping a friend move.”


“San Antonio? Why didn’t you tell me you were going out of town? What about school?”


“Uh, I thought I did tell you. Or maybe I just thought about telling you and realized that you’d get your head up your ass about it, so I decided to spare you the trouble.”


She rolled her eyes. “School comes first.”


“I know. And I’m sorry for the wisecrack, it’s just I wish you’d let up sometimes. I’m not sixteen anymore. If I miss a couple of days this semester to be a good Samaritan, it’s not going to hurt my grades.”


“A couple?” she asked.


“We’re here for a few days. Give me a break. I never skip classes.”


“There’s a girl involved, isn’t there?”


“Could be,” Luis said.


She sighed and reminded herself that Luis’s grades weren’t falling. And just because she had hideous luck with men didn’t mean her brother had bad luck with women.


“You should have told me you were leaving.” Closing her eyes, she remembered her real beef with her brother. “And what is this about you asking around for Rafael?”


“What? I wasn’t… Oh, wait. I ran into that old friend of his on Sixth Street. The one he brought to Christmas that one year, the one you didn’t like? I think he went by Cruz? I swear he looked up to something. Made me nervous.”


Chills, bad chills, ran up her spine remembering Juan Cruz. She’d been eighteen, and he’d been horny and hadn’t wanted to take no for an answer. If her aunt hadn’t come home and overheard the fight, Leah wasn’t sure what would have happened. And if Juan hadn’t run like hell after her aunt noticed her ripped dress, there’d be one less bad guy in the world.


Say what you want about her aunt, stubborn as a pissed-off mule, but she’d been a strong woman, and Leah and Luis had been lucky she took them in.


“Next time you see that jerk, just walk the other way.”


Luis paused. “What happened? Did Rafael call you? He give you trouble?”


She heard the concern in Luis’s voice. Even though Luis was six years younger, and griped about her playing the big-sister role, Leah wasn’t the only one overprotective. Of course, they had to be when all they had was each other.


“Yeah, he called. He said you were trying to get in touch with him.”


“I wasn’t trying to get in touch with him. I never said that. I ran into the guy. He was acting weird. I joked about him watching out for cops. Told him to tell Rafael hello. I didn’t even mean it; I was looking for an exit line and didn’t want to seem rude.”


“Well, next time you have my permission to be rude to anyone associated with Rafael.” Especially if it’s the guy who tried to rape me.


“What did he say?” Luis asked.


She spotted the wine and opened a drawer to find the wine opener. “He wanted to know how to get in touch with you.”


“He didn’t call me,” Luis said.


“That could be because I didn’t give him your number.” She pulled out the wine opener, positioned her phone between her shoulder and ear, and peeled off the foil. Pausing, she gave the label another glance. It looked expensive. Just how much of an upgrade had her new neighbor given her? A few dollars? Five? More? She frowned. It was beginning to feel like a gift. She probably should return it to him tomorrow.


“You should have given it to him,” Luis said. “You shouldn’t have to deal with him.”


Leah would rather deal with him than let Rafael anywhere near her baby brother. When Luis was sixteen, Rafael nearly pulled him into a life of crime. Their aunt had just died and they were living on a shoestring. He’d been tempted by the cash he could earn for simply delivering a package.


Thank God she’d discovered what he was up to and put a stop to it before Luis had done the job. Of course, Rafael hadn’t been happy when Leah delivered that package back to him and told him in front of his friends that if he tried to get her brother involved in his dirty business again, she’d take the delivery straight to the police.


Of course, her little stunt hadn’t gone unpunished.


She pushed the thought from her mind now and focused back on Luis. “I handled it.” She gave the wine another glance. She’d buy Austin another bottle of the same stuff and return it to him later. Right now, she really needed a glass.


Luis moaned. “Once again, Sis, I’m not sixteen anymore.”


“I know.” She screwed the wine opener top into the cork. “You’re a whole twenty-one and a little bit smarter. But you will forever be my baby brother, so just get used to it.”


“Has anyone ever told you that you’re difficult?”


She tugged the cork out. “Yeah, as a matter of fact they have. Just this afternoon.”


“And I bet you didn’t believe ’em,” he said in a smart-ass tone.


“Of course not.” She set the wine down and grabbed a glass.


Luis chuckled. “You aren’t just difficult, you are a pain in the ass, but I still love you.”


“I know.” Leah poured the wine. Picking up the glass, she sniffed the Cab. The scent of blackberry and dark chocolate filled her nose. It smelled wonderful. It smelled expensive. “I love you, too,” she said. “And from now on, please tell me when you leave town.”


“I’ll try to remember that,” he said. “And you promise me that if Rafael calls again, you’ll give him my number and let me handle him.”


“Now, why would I make a promise I couldn’t keep?” Socks, her black and white cat, jumped up on the counter and rubbed his head against her arm.


“See, you’re difficult,” he moaned.


“I love you. Call me when you get home.” She hung up, set the phone down, gave Socks a stroke behind the ear, and took a sip of the wine. The taste danced on her tongue. “Heaven,” she muttered. So this was what girls with better bank accounts drank? Someday… someday she was gonna be able to afford good wine and wear expensive shoes.


Hell, maybe someday she’d be at an emotional place where she could date again, too. A place where she’d forget about all the men who’d let her down and the power they wielded over her when she loved them.
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