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She needs a Dom with heart. He sees the lifestyle as heartless. 

Sage Lyndsey is in desperate need of an escape from the tragic loss of her mother and a too-public breakup with her Dom. Buying into Citrus Pointe’s bakery may be her best decision ever—a place to hide and heal. To do what she loves. But her ideal is broken when her new landlord’s dog steals her towel right in front of him. Now the hottest rock bassist ever, Hank Nash, has seen everything she has. Literally.

Even more shocking? That she’d like him to follow up with his very talented hands, bending her to his will.

Hank has enough trouble on his plate—his band is on the rocks and his muse is off the rails. Adding a spunky, sexy roommate is overload. Even worse, the urge to dominate Sage threatens his hard-won control. But he can’t give in. He’s seen what happens when dominance turns to abuse, and he won’t risk her, no matter how much she needs to submit.

Or how much he hungers to keep her.
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For the girl who is.

Love who you are, not who you think you should be.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One



[image: ]




Sage Lyndsey fingered the button of her silky white shirt and wondered if she should change again. The oversize button-down draped her body, just see-through enough to reveal the black lace bra and tight mini she wore beneath it. Would Kevin approve?

The sound of a key in the front door lock filtered down the hall, speeding her heart and the churning in her stomach. She glanced at the clock: 6:30. The time triggered an all too familiar despair. Late again. There’d be no time to eat, to talk, to cuddle before they left. The pattern had been set for the past few months, and nothing she did changed it. She was beginning to wonder if anything could.

“Sage!”

The word jerked her muscles into action. One final look in the mirror, a finger tracing beneath each eye to erase any evidence of tears, and she headed down the hall.

“Sage, where are you?”

Kevin stood at the open fridge door, his suit still perfect, his black hair swept back from a hard, handsome face that still took her breath away. “Right here,” she said.

No response. When he lifted a water bottle to his lips, she waited, but he drank deep without turning toward her. The long line of his throat drew her gaze; she wanted to walk over, place a kiss on the faint stubble along his Adam’s apple, snuggle against his wide chest. She’d always preferred big men, tall and strong, and Kevin had fit her to a T from day one. Unfortunately she no longer seemed to fit him, and the fear that he wasn’t happy kept her from approaching him. Fear of rejection.

That was her. A coward. She shook with the need to go to him, to seek comfort, to know he still loved her, but the “stay back” sign he seemed to wear constantly refused to go away.

And so did her resentment.

Arms open to show off her outfit, she asked, “Well, do you approve?”

Her tone came out a touch too tart, too much sass, but regret wasn’t even a blip on her radar. She had feelings too; she wasn’t just a doll he could take out every Friday when he finally came ho—

Kevin turned. Big mistake. She tried to swallow at the burning disapproval in his dark brown eyes, but every drop of spit went desert dry.

“What did you say to me, sub?”

Dropping her eyes to the floor was automatic. Her hands went behind her back, where she balled them into fists to contain the shot of adrenaline her own anger sparked in her system. She was his girlfriend, his lover, not just his sub, even if that role seemed to be the only one he responded to anymore.

How much longer can I do this?

She straightened her spine, stepped closer. “Do you approve, Sir?”

Kevin advanced, his shiny black dress shoes tapping out a rhythm as he closed the distance between them. She peeked up from beneath her long bangs, wanting to read his reaction, but he was too tall, too close to catch a glimpse of his face. His suit jacket and slacks even prevented her from reading his body language. Would her appearance, her submission appease him?

She already knew the answer, but the needy part of her, the part she was beginning to hate more and more, couldn’t help trying. She sank to her knees, grateful for the slight pain of the impact. It gave her something to focus on as Kevin circled her, inspecting his sub.

That’s all I am anymore. Just...sub. Her mother’s death this past summer had left her anchorless, but she hadn’t been alone. Not until this moment, with the man she loved mere inches away.

Kevin’s dress shoes reappeared in her line of sight. “I approve,” he said. The words validated her efforts, but there was no gruff arousal, no hunger in them. Her failure bore down on her, slumping her shoulders with its weight.

Kevin had already walked away. “We should’ve left half an hour ago.”

She bit back a surge of words. Pointing out that he’d just arrived or that she’d been ready for almost an hour wouldn’t make a difference. He was late a lot, and she was lucky if she saw him for more than a few minutes before they left for Heathers, the BDSM club just outside LA where they played every weekend. The evenings they went to the club were the only nights she knew he’d be home, actually. Otherwise he was often working till midnight and dragging into the house long after she’d gone to bed. Her position as head pastry chef at LesMiz meant she was at work by dawn every day. She tried to understand—Kevin’s work was as important as hers, and he was working a major deal that had taken months of preparation. Being needy wouldn’t make any more difference than pointing out the obvious.

And fighting before a scene was not a good way to start off the night. Not that they’d be scening if he didn’t get his attention on her at some point. Even beyond her personal pleasure, playing with a distracted Dom wasn’t safe, no matter how much she longed for some small part of him, however she could get it.

Heathers on a Friday night was chaos, and tonight proved no exception. Sage entered the locker room as she usually did, went through the motions of leaving her shoes and shirt and purse behind, but she couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling buried in her hollow stomach. She needed to talk to Kevin, make him see that tonight, no matter how much he wanted to, it was more important to get things settled between them than to play. But when she returned to the front and scanned the area, he was nowhere to be seen. He’d gone inside without waiting for her.

This was a clusterfuck all around, wasn’t it?

Minutes later she found him in a dim seating area surrounded by couples. Friends. His, at least. Since she hadn’t been a member of Heathers until Kevin had introduced her to BDSM, she hadn’t had the time to get to know the others much. Doms and Dommes didn’t interfere with someone else’s sub, and that included talking. Most subs were focused on their masters. The situation didn’t leave a lot of opportunity for chitchat. Tonight, as usual, some subs sat at the feet of their masters or mistresses, while others were cuddled in laps or stationed behind chairs, waiting to serve. The masters were all chatting, the subs happy, and Sage felt like an alien landing on the earth for the first time and trying to figure out how the hell to get her equilibrium.

“Kevin, I—”

He snapped her a look, and Sage’s racing heart skipped a beat. She hated this, hated it. Why couldn’t he give her anything to work with?

“Sir”—emphasis on the title—“I need to speak with you.”

“Is there a problem?”

The impatience of the words, in his expression hit her harder than a flogger. Everything inside her froze, then kickstarted back up with a jerk that hurt so much she realized she was rubbing her chest. She glanced down at her shaking hand, felt the rush of pain. She looked up, her gaze sweeping the circle of people enclosing her like an animal in a pen. They’d heard him; she knew they had. Everyone was watching, wondering why her Dom was upset, wondering what she wasn’t doing to make him happy. The weight of their stares swamped her as she sank to her knees.

And gave up. Talking wasn’t going to help. Nothing would help. She braced herself against the realization, expecting a total breakdown after the emotional chaos of the night, but all she felt was...nothing. Numb. In the back of her mind, a warning sounded, but even that couldn’t get through the heavy cloak slowly settling over her mind and body.

It’s just one night. Get through the night, go home, work it out then, away from all these people.

“Sage, I asked you a question.”

What was it? She managed to dredge up Kevin’s words and a wooden response. “No, Sir, there’s no problem.”

“Good.” His words were clipped. She should care about that, right?

Time passed, though she wasn’t sure how much. Her legs went as numb as the rest of her, and only when Kevin stood did she manage to climb her way out of it. Where were they going?

She glanced up just as Kevin shouldered his toy bag. No.

“Kevin,” she whispered, trying for his attention without drawing others into it.

He glanced over his shoulder. “Our turn.” His nod indicated the St. Andrew’s cross set back on a small stage nearby. He must’ve signed them up while she was in the locker room at the beginning of the night. If she’d known, she’d have pushed her luck earlier, but she hadn’t.

“Kevin, I don’t...”

He wasn’t there anymore. His broad back cut through the crowd as he strode across the room, obviously intent on his destination instead of his sub.

No. This isn’t good for either of us. I need to tell him.

It’s just one scene. How many have you done? Just suck it up, get it over with so you can go home.

Warnings screamed in her head, every step across the crowded room punctuated by a no no no that wouldn’t stop, but she couldn’t bring herself to say anything once she reached the scening area. Once she caught a glimpse of his face. For the first time tonight, the steel was gone from his jaw. His eyes were lit with anticipation, and his lips had relaxed their tight press. He still hadn’t kissed her with those lips, she realized. But she was supposed to scene with him.

Playing doesn’t require kissing, Sage. Just do it.

She moved toward him. “Sir?”

At her approach, he stopped unpacking his bag and faced her. And smiled. Her breath caught on the longing that exploded in her chest. She wanted that smile, that look. She could do this to make him happy, and then they could talk.

She sank to her knees, returning his smile.

Kevin had never been big on a bunch of toys, and neither was she. She wasn’t a pain slut, either. She needed extensive warmup to take anything harsher than a flogger, and as she watched him line up his tools, she knew this would be a long session. He even set out the cane. Not something he’d used on her before, but they’d discussed it. Still, seeing it there knotted her already tight stomach.

He didn’t always use everything he had handy, though. She forced herself to wait, to trust. She could do this.

“Strip,” he finally told her. Sage took her time, wanting to do something she knew would please him. Her show brought another smile to his lips, and the knots building inside her loosened. By the time he had her buckled facing the St. Andrew’s cross, she was ready to submit.

Kevin went through the same stages as usual, warming her muscles, preparing her for a whipping, but the pleasure that usually accompanied the acts was somehow absent. Even when he started in with the flogger, her favorite, the soft, gradually increasing intensity of the strikes didn’t arouse her. Instead the numbness from before slowly morphed into tension, the weight of her failure worse than the first strikes of the switch he used after the flogger. Her butt and thighs screamed at each impact, and it was only then she realized her face was wet.

Tears. She might cry from release, but they weren’t even close to the end, nor was she crying out for more. She turned her head to the side, desperate for Kevin to read her, what she was feeling.

He’ll see me now. He’ll stop. She couldn’t think beyond that, the knowledge that her Dom would take care of her. Except Kevin didn’t seem to notice, and he didn’t slow. Maybe he was too far lost in the rhythm of the switch, in his own Dom space, or maybe they’d just followed the same pattern so much he no longer noticed her response—or lack thereof—on a conscious level. She certainly wasn’t aroused, but he didn’t check.

The switch whistled through the air. Sage couldn’t help it; she tensed, and an explosion of pain shrieked through her butt. The cuffs bit into her wrists as she pulled against them.

Breathe, just breathe.

Desperation hit her when her lungs refused to inflate. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak. She needed her safe word, needed Kevin to slow down and hear her, see her. She needed—

Thwack.

What air she had left in her lungs escaped in an anguished cry.

Thwack.

A shallow suck of air, then, “Kevin!”

He didn’t hear her above the sound of the switch hitting her thighs, couldn’t hear her strangling on the scream locked inside her throat. She hadn’t realized her eyes were closed, but she needed to see him, needed— Her gaze caught the movement of people at the side of the stage, watching, always watching. Didn’t they hear her, at least? But no, none of them were helping. None of them were supporting. No one saw her, deep down inside, or even bothered to try, and that included her Dom.

Have to stop. Have to—

Thwack.

Agony seared her body, her mind. She turned as much as her restraints would allow, her safe word on her lips.

The switch struck again, but instead of landing square across her upper back, the tip extended around to snap against the tender side of her breast. A high scream echoed in her ears.

Her scream.

“Damn it, Sage.”

Kevin’s curse was lost beneath the roar of denial, of pain that lashed her harder than Kevin’s switch could manage, and then all she could hear was her own voice. “Red! Red red redredredred!”

He was behind her in an instant, or maybe it was a year. She no longer cared. She jerked at her wrists until the bones threatened to pop, but still she couldn’t free herself, couldn’t get the pain to stop, couldn’t—

“Be still!”

Kevin’s command sliced through her panic. The heat of his body reached her back, and she cringed away, the wood of the cross abrading her skin. “Red, Sir, please!”

The words were nothing more than a whisper, but he was close enough; he could hear her now. He would hear her. He would stop.

Familiar hands traced her shoulders, her arms, her hands. He gripped the cuffs. He would let her go.

Her legs gave way. She slumped against the St. Andrew’s cross, nearly pulling her shoulders out of their sockets, but she didn’t care. He’d stopped. He would protect her. She waited for his reassurance, his comfort, but instead a low muttering filtered through in disjointed snatches.

“What the fuck— Sage. Can’t even... Shit.”

What she needed wasn’t coming.

“Stop,” she managed to squeeze out. “Just stop.” Not the scene this time. Everything.

Her scream had bled any power from her voice. A hoarse whisper was all she managed.

No acknowledgment. The slap of her cuff being released registered, then the exquisite feel of air on her bruised wrist. When Kevin gripped her there, she snatched her hand away. “Don’t! Don’t touch me.” She couldn’t stand it.

He let go to walk around the cross, facing her. “What were you thinking?” he barked.

She rolled her head against the wood beam enough to look at him. On the way, her gaze caught on face after face after face. All staring. All whispering.

All judging.

“I can’t do this right now; I just can’t,” she whispered. Closed her eyes. Cradled her aching wrist to her aching body. “I can’t.”

“Then when can you, Sage?” Kevin didn’t bother keeping his voice down. “This is the only time we have together. When else—” He clamped his lips shut.

She winced, raised her eyes to his, silently begging him to see her, listen to her—hell, just hold her. He saw her, all right, but what was in his eyes wasn’t understanding.

Words flitted through her brain, but she couldn’t seem to catch them, make sense of them. All she could focus on was, “I just can’t.” I can’t do this anymore.

Kevin stared a moment longer. Sage waited, every inch of her flaming skin, her entire being crying out for him. But he didn’t come to her; he paced away. Like she was the problem, like she was poison he couldn’t wait to get away from.

Is he right?

He was five feet away when he finally spun back to her. One look in his eyes and she knew. This was it. There wasn’t even time to brace herself before he spoke.

“I can’t do this either.” The cuff he still held hit the floor with a dull thud. Kevin’s face went hard as granite as he returned to her side, but instead of releasing the rest of her cuffs, he reached for her neck. Her collar. She’d worn it with pride since the night he’d presented it to her. Now that pride shattered as he unhooked the clasp behind her neck and removed the precious strip of leather. She was naked, strapped spread-eagle to a wooden cross, but she’d never felt as nude as she did with her neck bare of his collar.

He didn’t even say good-bye, just turned and walked into the crowd, her collar gripped in his fist. He left her there, to the murmurs and snide remarks that weren’t kept to a whisper. Sage turned away from them all, hiding her nakedness, her tears, her pain. Hiding the death throes as something inside her died.

Heavy footsteps approached.

“Master Kevin asked me to release you, Sage.”

Warren. The dungeon monitor had smiled at her earlier this evening. Now his voice was as empty as her soul.

Her shoulder screamed when he opened the second wrist cuff. While he knelt at her feet to undo the final restraints, she allowed the cross hold her weight. Only when he was finished and had stepped back did she straighten.

“Thank you,” she managed.

His nod wasn’t cold, but neither was there encouragement in his expression. “Would you like a blanket, some water?”

She closed her eyes against another wave of humiliation. “My clothes?”

Leaving her at the cross, he moved to the edge of the scening area and retrieved her bra and miniskirt. Sage struggled into them with trembling hands. The cloth against the welts left behind by the switch brought a curse to her lips, but she held it back. She needed to get out of here, get away. Now.

Blindly she crossed the stage, desperate to escape, her last bit of control barely holding her together. Warren let her go. At the edge of the stage, the crowd parted like the Red Sea, allowing her through while flooding her with stares that burned hotter than brands. She kept her eyes on the floor and forced herself forward, step by agonizing step. Her lungs refused to work until she’d reached the relative emptiness of the doors leading to the front of the club and the locker rooms.

“Sub.”

The word wasn’t angry. Respect laced the voice, reverence for the title so many people thought meant doormat. She stumbled to a stop, but making herself turn was more than she had the strength for. “Yes, Sir?”

It had to be a Dom or DM, though who, she wasn’t sure. When a tall figure circled her, she glanced up into the face of Master V. Shame dropped her gaze back to the floor.

“Are you all right, sweetheart?”

The tears pushing at her defenses burst forward. Sage brought a hand up to cover her eyes, hide herself from the man studying her. “Yes, Sir.”

It was all she could get out. Nothing else was left.

He had to know she was lying, but he didn’t call her on it. Instead his “Let’s get you home, okay?” quickened her tears. His hand on her arm was impersonal, yet still warmer than anything she’d felt tonight. It eased something inside her she couldn’t describe, didn’t want to describe or examine or even face. She needed to get out of here before she lost her mind.

And go where?

The thought brought her up short. She couldn’t go home; Kevin might be there. But everything she owned was at his house. She’d sold the home she and her mother lived in after her mother’s funeral.

She latched on to Master V. like the lifeline he was. “I need to get out of here, please.” Help me.

And somehow he made it happen. Sage left Heathers for the last time fifteen minutes later, the only word of good-bye that of a Dom she barely knew, despite how kind he’d been to her tonight. As the door of the cab closed behind her, she looked through the window, both hoping for and fearing a glimpse of the man she loved, the man she’d surrendered everything to, but all she saw was the look of pity on Master V.’s pale face, and then darkness as the night closed in around her.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two



[image: ]




The sight of Citrus Pointe Market, even dark and closed up and quiet, was like a breath of fresh air as Hank pulled into the parking lot. His home. It didn’t matter if he was on the road with Weekend Washout for two weeks or six months, he always looked forward to coming back to the small town of Citrus Pointe and the life he’d built here. Not the hustle and bustle of Los Angeles, just to the north, where he’d grown up. No, Citrus Pointe was a sleepy spot on the California coast with a market and a pub and a beach, and that was about it.

He liked it that way.

Since sunrise was about an hour away, even Alice and Merry weren’t at the market yet. They usually arrived around dawn to start the day’s baking, but he didn’t see their cars as he pulled the Jeep around the side of the building and parked in the back, right at the base of the stairs leading to the second floor. When the rumble of the Jeep’s engine died, Knight stirred in the passenger seat with a quiet whimper.

“I know, boy,” he told the German shepherd, reaching over to rough up the midnight-black fur along the dog’s thick neck. “Me too.”

Knight rose to all fours to stare out at the darkness. Hank reached for the driver’s side door, and the dog gave a low bark.

“Stay,” Hank told him. He stepped out into the cool predawn air, closed the door, and rounded the truck. Knight waited on the passenger’s side, his amber eyes fixed on Hank through the window. While Hank had stayed awake for the past five hours, Knight had slept, and now danced in the seat with impatience.

Hank had been driving too long to do any dancing.

He grinned through the door at Knight. “Did you need something, boy?”

Knight threw his head up as if rolling his eyes, ending with a haughty sneeze.

“Got it.” He opened the door. “Out you go.”

Knight jumped from the Jeep, his long legs shooting him clear of the door in one easy leap. The next second he was nothing but a black streak heading toward the field out back. Hank lost sight of him as he blended in with the darkness beyond the staircase leading up to Hank’s apartment.

Stretching his own legs sounded great, but bed sounded better. He grabbed his suitcase and his performance bass from the backseat, locked the Jeep, then headed up the stairs. Every creak of the wood beneath his feet declared a chorus of welcome homes in his tired ears.

Four steps up, his phone rang—Vincent’s ringtone. Cursing his best friend under his breath, he stopped long enough to retrieve the cell from his back pocket. “Didn’t I just see you a few hours ago?”

“Is that a rhetorical question? Because if it isn’t, you’re way too tired to still be driving,” V. said.

He was too damn tired for twisted logic too, but instead of arguing the point, he shot back, “You’re supposed to be headed to Las Vegas.” V.’s sister, Kennedy, had invited him for the weekend. Since the band’s tour ended in Phoenix, a short flight from Vegas, V. had decided to take her up on it. Hank envied his friend being able to avoid the five-hour drive back home. Hell, he envied V. the close relationship he had with his sister. Hank had the band and a dog for family—not that he’d trade Knight for family. Family had never shown the kind of loyalty the shepherd had.

“Yeah, well...” V. sighed into the phone. “I was up early to pack and get to the airport. Unfortunately I wasn’t the only one up early. Chad was too.”

Dread rose to the back of Hank’s throat. “What’s he done now?”

The strain developing between the members of Weekend Washout had been on the upswing for the past few months, alongside Chad’s increasingly diva attitude. Yes, they were finally enjoying solid success as a rock band despite being indie, but they couldn’t afford to rest on their laurels if they wanted to keep their place in the public eye.

Their lead singer, Chad, seemed to have decided that work was something other people did for him.

“Gone to Europe.”

The toe of Hank’s boot caught on the edge of the next step. He staggered, his brain stuck on V.’s words. “What, for a vacation?” They’d agreed to three weeks off before they started studio time for the next album. Surely that was what—

“Try indefinitely.”

Hank cursed long and hard, the words slapping the air in rhythm with his boots as he stomped up the stairs. Knight darted by him, glancing up as a particularly loud “fuck” escaped. “What happened?”

Rustling came through the phone, then the sound of wheels turning. V. dragging his suitcase behind him; Hank had heard that sound often enough on tour for it to be familiar. “There was a text on my phone this morning. Seems Ron convinced him we were big ol’ meanies for not giving him the break he deserved”—V.’s sarcasm twisted the word almost beyond recognition—“so Chad decided to take one anyway. A long one. Says he’ll let us know when he feels rested enough to work again. Until then he won’t be ‘taking calls.’”

The anger in Hank’s chest built just as it did in V.’s voice, but it was the impotent position Chad had put them all in that brought him to a halt on the stair landing. They had no way of forcing Chad back to the US, though when the prick did show up, Hank planned to strangle him. Slowly. Right after he did the same to Chad’s boyfriend. Just thinking about it had him gripping the rail so hard it threatened to splinter apart.

Chad had only been dating the troublemaker for six months, but the contributions Ron had made to the tension among the members of Weekend Washout had started immediately. Without the prick, they’d have smoothed things over with Chad far before this. Now there was nothing to smooth over except letting Chad go.

The righteous anger inflating Hank’s lungs dissipated. They’d worked so hard to get here; was this the end?

V. was apparently stuck back in the anger stage. The sound of something hitting an obstacle, then gradually receding knocks came through the phone. V. throwing his suitcase?

“Don’t damage your stuff, V. Not over him. It’s not worth it.”

A strangled groan of frustration answered him, then, “Damn it!”

Hank echoed the statement on a sigh. Three weeks. In the music industry it didn’t take much to be forgotten. If they put off studio time, there was no telling when they could get it rescheduled—a month, four, six. That put off the production timeline, release, promo... All the hard work they’d put into writing and development, all of V.’s new management efforts, all meaningless if they lost their window of opportunity. This could derail the next release for a long time.

Which was the reason they’d explained to Chad—more than once—why a vacation was impossible right now. A few days off, yes. A months-long trip to Europe? Hell no.

“Did you contact Drew?” Hank asked. Their guitarist needed to know what was going on.

“Not yet. He’ll be in Alaska in a few hours; I’ll call him this evening with the news. Hate to ruin his family time, but...”

Yeah, but.

“I can’t believe he’d do this.” Yes, Chad was fickle, but he was also a great front man. He knew how much the next few months mattered to the band. Didn’t he?

“That’s the power of the dick, apparently,” V. muttered. “Christ, Hank, he essentially laid us off, put the band on hiatus, via text.”

Knight reappeared at the bend of the stairs, his bright amber eyes questioning Hank’s delay. The look got Hank’s feet moving up the second flight of steps even as his mind raced to find alternatives to V.’s statement.

Knight danced before the apartment door, whining, anxious to get in. Hank dropped his bags on the deck and retrieved his keys from the pocket of his jeans.

“We’re fucked,” V. said, voice dragging with fatigue. He’d been working hard to get the band bigger and better venues, to get and keep their name out there. The latest single from their album had hit the top ten its first week of radio play. And now their horny lead singer threatened to bring it all tumbling down.

Opening the screen door, he said, “Maybe not.”

“And how are we supposed to avoid it?” V. shot back.

Hank turned the lock and opened the apartment door. Knight shot through the gap as soon as it was wide enough to admit his big body, his barks picking up as he disappeared inside. Hank shook his head at the dog’s antics and turned back to retrieve his bags. “What about an acoustic tour?”

The idea had merit. It might get them interim exposure until they could decide what to do about Chad.

“Without Chad?” V. asked. “People will expect the whole band.”

“Well, we could—”

From deep inside the apartment, a distinctly feminine scream split the air, cutting Hank off. Before he could do more than think what the hell? he heard fabric tearing, and then a bark from Knight. His hand went automatically to his hip, searching for his weapon, before he remembered he didn’t carry anymore.

“What was that?” V. asked.

With a hasty “Don’t know; I’ll call you back,” Hank hung up on the run. “Knight?” he called.

“Stop!”

Definitely female. The open space of the combination living room and kitchen was dark, the only light muffled behind curtained windows and, at the far end where a hall led to the bedrooms, a bright glow. But no Knight. Hallway it is, then.

The rush across the room seemed to take forever, each step punctuated by yips and growls and a woman’s arguing voice. “Knight?” Hank yelled a little louder as he reached the corner by the fridge. A deep breath, then he shot a quick searching glance into the hall.

What he saw had him gaping in shock. “What—”

There was a woman in his apartment. He’d guessed that much from the voice, though he still didn’t understand it. What he couldn’t have guessed was that the woman was mostly naked, standing in the hall wrapped in a flimsy towel that Knight seemed to think was a play toy. A torn piece of white material lay on the ground, and the dog had one corner gripped between his jaws. A game of tug-of-war had commenced that threatened to unveil what the woman had, for the moment, covered. Taking in the picture, the tension in Hank’s gut released. He stepped into the hall to lean against the doorjamb, unsure how to react.

Or who would win, for that matter. Hank had his money on Knight, and considering the woman in question, whoever she was, he felt pretty sure he’d be happy about the outcome.

She was slender. Wet streaks highlighted her bare legs, the muscles sleek and strong as she fought Knight’s pull. The towel covered her from midthigh to armpits, unfortunately, but he could tell the middle of her body matched her legs and the top third of her. Damp brown hair tangled itself around her shoulders and down her back, falling forward to hide her face. The line of her collarbone cut across slim shoulders, bringing attention to the creamy expanse of her skin, dusted here and there with a sprinkling of cinnamon-colored freckles. Hands clutched the towel closed over generous breasts, but just barely. Much more pulling and he wouldn’t have to imagine what she was hiding. His mouth watered at the thought.

“Let go, dog!”

A latent sense of chivalry kicked in. Much as he might like the view, he couldn’t let his dog harass...who was she, anyway, and why was she in his apartment?

He crossed his feet at the ankles, content to let Knight do the job of policing their home while he followed up with the interrogation. Pushing a gruff note into his voice, he barked, “Who the hell are you?”

The woman’s head snapped up. Hank’s breath got stuck somewhere behind his sternum as he met brilliant blue eyes. Angry blue eyes that almost eclipsed the pixie face staring back at him.

“Who are you?” Her voice was low, as angry as her eyes despite the uncertainty that rasped through her words. She wasn’t backing down, that was for sure. Her bravado sent a tingle through his belly—and lower. That old urge, to hunt, to conquer, rose with other parts of his anatomy.

Dangerous. Wrong.

Hank fought it down, breathed through it, but before he found the control to answer, Knight decided he wanted to play some more. He jerked at the towel. The material slipped lower, forcing the woman to tighten her grip or lose the covering altogether. The adjustment pushed the rounded globe of her breast higher. How much farther before he could see her nipple?

He shook his head. Why was he thinking about breasts when there was a strange woman in his home? He dug his fists into his pockets, hoping to obscure the unexpected effect she was having on him. “Since this is my apartment, I think my question comes first.”

Confusion filtered across those lovely features. The woman stepped back, only to be brought up short by Knight’s unyielding grip. “You’re Hank?”

Knight wanted to continue the game. He growled, giving the towel a hard shake like he’d nabbed a rabbit by the neck instead of a length of terry cloth. The move yanked the woman forward. She stumbled, panic sparking in her eyes. “Aren’t you going to call him off?”

“Why?” he asked, barely managing to hold back his laughter. After a long, boring night driving and the news he’d just been hit with, he had to admit he was enjoying this little surprise. Knight was playing; Hank knew it even if the woman hadn’t figured it out yet, and he couldn’t resist playing with her a bit himself. “We have an intruder. He’s just doing his job.”

She shook her head wildly. “I’m not an intruder. I live here.” She pulled on the towel. Knight dug in his paws, not giving an inch. “I—”

Knight faked her out with a sudden lunge forward. The woman stumbled back, trying to avoid what looked like an attack. Knight took advantage and snatched the fabric out of her hands. Away from her body.

Hank’s dick went tighter than his bass strings.

He had no more than a half count to imprint the sight in his mind. It was all he needed. Full, round, high breasts with tender pink nipples drawn up tight. A smooth expanse of stomach begging to be explored, with just the right amount of inward curve at her waist to give him a place to grip. Hips wide enough to cradle him perfectly against the sparse patch of dark hair between her legs. Christ, she looked sweet, sweet enough to eat.

And mortified.

A bright red blush flared across her cheeks. The woman slapped a hand across her breasts, obscuring his view, and then, quick as the rabbit Knight had pretended to play with, she whirled away. He got an all too brief glimpse of her ass as she fled down the hall, the bounce of the perfect globes sending a second slam of blood to his already full erection. The crash of the guest bedroom door echoed around him as he hunched against the pain with a rough—very rough—laugh.

Oblivious to the drama he’d caused, Knight settled onto his belly there in the middle of the hall, happily munching away on his prize. Hank opened his mouth to reprimand the dog, to laugh at the ridiculousness of it all, maybe to call the woman’s name—only to realize he still had no clue who the stranger in his house actually was.

And he had to know, because da-yam, that body. That ass.

Those eyes.

Maybe he wasn’t as tired as he’d thought he was.
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Chapter Three
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Sage leaned against the closed and locked bedroom door, a hand clamped over her mouth in a desperate attempt to keep a hysterical laugh inside. Oh God, Hank Nash. So-much-sexier-in-person Hank Nash. Just-saw-me-naked Hank Nash.

Talk about a first impression. She squeezed her eyes shut remembering the brief glimpse of Hank’s face before she’d run for cover.

Nope, she was never leaving this bedroom again.

Come on. You’ve bared it all in front of complete strangers before, at Heathers.

The reminder shut her laughter off like a faucet. Yes, she had, but this wasn’t the same thing. She bet her entire body was blushing. There was a special kind of hell that burned a woman when she made a complete fool of herself in front of a devastatingly attractive man. Hank wasn’t just devastatingly attractive; he defined the words.

And that’s when the shock hit her. Her eyelids popped open. She’d noticed. Hank was attractive, and she’d noticed. And she’d laughed, an honest-to-God—if slightly hysterical—laugh. It had been so long since she’d laughed.

A finger traced along her mouth found a curve. She was smiling.

And naked. Don’t forget naked, Sage.

She was also late. A quick look at the clock jumpstarted her across the room to her suitcase to retrieve clothes.

Hank was home. A sigh escaped as she pulled on underwear and a bra. Why couldn’t he have been old? Ugly? On time, for heaven’s sake? Alice had told her he was expected back in two weeks. Of course, she’d also said she would be sure and tell him that Sage was sleeping in his guest bedroom, which obviously hadn’t been the truth, so why should she be surprised that he was here at the ass crack of dawn fourteen days before he was supposed to roll back into town?

And why did he own the hound from hell?

She didn’t have to think about that long. All she had to do was think about Hank’s face, that sexy smirk, and she knew the two males shared the same sense of humor. Both dog and master had been toying with her, damn them.

Another muffled laugh escaped.

A suit of steel-plated armor would’ve suited her better today, but that wouldn’t have fit in her suitcase. If it was winter, she could’ve worn a parka.

You don’t own a parka, smart-ass.

She stuck her tongue out at herself and grabbed a thin summer dress. It would have to do. Her socks and tennis shoes didn’t provide a shield so much as practical protection—and cushion—in the kitchen. Feeling like she needed about ten more layers, she stepped over to the mirror above her dresser and pulled her hair back from her face. Dusted on some powder. It took about ten minutes and the glaring hands of her clock reminding her how late she was before she could convince herself to go to the bedroom door.

The chill of the doorknob against her palm shot a tingle of adrenaline along her nerves, but she managed to turn the thing anyway. Cracked the door.

Relief filled her: The hallway was clear. No dog. No big guy with a shaved head and shoulders that took up all the breathing space in the room. Easing the door open, she double-checked before stepping out of the safety of her room.

The expectant silence filling the apartment weighed on her as she moved down the dim hallway. Was Hank in the kitchen? His bedroom?

No thinking about Mr. Sexy in his bedroom, Sage. Don’t make this any harder than it already is.

The horrible pun rang in her head, but she fought the urge to giggle—and shake her head at herself. Numb for weeks, and now here she was, giggling and laughing and practically swooning at the feet of the first attractive man she encountered in her new home. Pitiful.

The kitchen was also empty. Where had they gone?

Who cared? This wasn’t Mission Impossible. She shouldn’t be sneaking out like she’d stolen her way in in the first place. She had a job to do, and she better get her butt in gear and go do it.

The haste with which she scrambled across the open room was a bit embarrassing, but if it meant she escaped without notice, she was fine with that. Besides, it felt a little like pulling one over on her tormenters. Call her petty, but she couldn’t deny her smirk as she sneaked out the door.

Dawn was a light barely cresting on the horizon as she made her way down the creaky stairs and around to the bakery door. The scent of warm bread and sugar was fresh, telling her Alice and Merry were already at work. Two more weeks, Alice had said. Hank wouldn’t be back for two more weeks, and he wouldn’t mind her staying in the apartment guest room. Sage had been so busy learning her way around her new business, Citrus Pointe Market, that she hadn’t worried about finding someplace permanent to live. Alice had a lot of explaining to do.

Heaving open the heavy oak door that led into the kitchen at the back of the store, Sage was hit with a rush of sweet and spicy air. The familiarity of it settled over her like a warm blanket. She’d been a five-star pastry chef in LA, but her kitchen at LesMiz had never fit her as well as this one did. And the people hadn’t welcomed her near as affectionately. Alice had approached her a mere month ago about the possibility of buying the market, and now Sage couldn’t imagine being anywhere else. Here, in this rustic space that didn’t even aspire to five-star status, she’d gone from a woman who struggled just to breathe, who’d lost everything but her skill in the kitchen, to a woman who was needed, wanted. Who could even smile and laugh, if this morning was anything to go by. And the majority of that change was due to the two women already busy at the long stainless steel counters that ran the length of the center of the room.

Alice, about-to-be ex-owner of the market, smoothed out cinnamon rolls in one area, the large mounds of dough reluctantly yielding to her rolling pin. Merry, Alice’s right-hand woman, was working bread dough while several bowls of something plump and gooey rested beneath plastic wrap at the far end of the counter. Always busy, these two.
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