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        To my husband:

        You, above all else, are what keeps me going every day. You’ve changed your entire life to accommodate my dream, and I am forever grateful that we get to take this journey together.

        I love you.
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        At the party for Kaleb and Zoey…

      

      

      Gage Matthews

      I wasn’t sure exactly what I expected to happen if and when I ran into Travis Walker again, but this specific scenario wasn’t anywhere on the list.

      I'd been coming back from the bathroom on my way to rejoin the pre-wedding slash bridal shower slash bachelor slash bachelorette party when Travis stepped right in my path. In the dining room of Travis’s parents’ house of all places.

      Now that I was pinned against the wall, I was fighting the ever-present supply of lust that bubbled inside of me anytime I laid eyes on him. It seemed to be a response that was hardwired in my brain at this point. Going toe-to-toe with him was a by-product of that reaction as well, and … well, I was more than ready to put up a fight.

      Considering what the reward was going to be, I didn’t see a downside one way or the other.

      “What the fuck do you want, Walker?” I asked, maintaining a defiant bite to my tone.

      With the Sheetrock at my back, a hard, warm body at my front, I stared into stormy blue eyes that appeared to be trying to read my mind versus determining whether I approved of the physical contact. My dick was already answering the latter for me, so I doubted Travis had any questions as far as that went.

      What I couldn’t resolve was what Travis was thinking. The shadows in his eyes were just as vivid as they always were, guarding whatever deep, dark secrets he harbored.

      Despite my desire to be pissed at him for blowing my cover to hell and back in order to save his brother Zane’s life—which, by the way, I would’ve done without the threats Travis had made to my physical well-being—combined with a staggering urge to take him to the ground and bury myself balls-deep inside of him, I found myself waiting for Travis to explain what the hell he was doing.

      “I’m pickin’ up where I left off,” Travis stated. He was eerily calm, his restraint admirable as he kept my body pinned between him and the wall.

      When Travis lifted one hand, gripping my chin firmly, I knew I wasn’t going to be able to turn away. I also knew, clear as day, what was about to happen. I welcomed it, damn near close to begging for it. But I prayed the indifference I let settle over me was shielding me from Travis’s scrutinizing gaze.

      I'd silently been taunting Travis for weeks, every time the opportunity presented itself. The last time, at Zoey and Kaleb’s bachelor/bachelorette party in Vegas, I had gone out of my way—probably a little overboard—to make sure Travis understood my role in Kaleb’s current relationship.

      And just like that night, I recognized Travis’s determination to exercise his own version of payback at the next opportunity.

      I had been banking on it.

      And here we were.

      Granted, there wasn’t any privacy where we stood, but considering my hunger for this man was picking up speed and rumbling in my veins, I wasn’t sure I even gave a shit.

      But I wasn’t giving in just yet. “And you chose now to do this?”

      “It will happen again,” he answered, sounding bored. “I told you that.”

      That he did. But the way his gaze slipped down to my mouth told me that Travis wasn’t holding on as well as he wanted me to believe.

      Before I could get another word out, whether it was to defy him or to beg, Travis’s mouth came crashing down on mine. A blatant claiming that took me by surprise but not for long. Instinct kicked in and I kissed him back, one hand snaking through his hair, an attempt to hold him close.

      God, this was beginning to tear at me. The teasing kisses, these promises of what might happen in the future. It didn’t matter that my body damn near melted from the heat churning between us; there was still this niggling voice in the back of my mind that suggested Travis was just fucking with me.

      There was no doubt that Travis wasn’t a man searching for a forever kind of love. He was a one-time-only kind of guy, and since I’d had my fair share of meaningless sexual encounters, I wasn’t currently in the market for another.

      No, what I wanted I seriously doubted Travis could ever give me. Which made this—whatever it was—all the more disappointing.

      Before we broke apart, a fleeting thought sprang to mind as though it had been planted there: a flickering image of me and Travis and a beautiful woman trapped between us, her body coming apart as we both fucked her. At the same fucking time.

      My dick twitched, a warning that I was about to get in over my head.

      Our mouths separated, our gazes locked as we both worked to suck in air, and Travis said, “Will. Happen. Again.”

      A promise that I prayed Travis would keep, but one that still pissed me off, making me crave revenge against this man for putting thoughts in my brain that I knew were better left alone.

      Damn Travis Walker.
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        Saturday, March 29, 2013

      

      

      Kylie Prescott

      I couldn’t stop smiling as I stepped onto the wide, rickety wood steps that circled the old farmhouse. According to the tax records, the house was built in the late 1800s, and according to Gage, his great-great-something-or-other-grandparents had built the house with their very hands. That alone made this project so much more exciting than most I had worked on.

      The piles of pictures taken over the last several decades certainly hadn’t done the house justice, although they had given me a vivid journey through the wondrous childhood Gage had lived. Not only had I felt the love showered upon every person in the visual catalog of their history, the house still had remnants of such a sweet, loving family within its walls. The fact that it remained in the family made me want to work that much harder to restore it to its former glory. My inspiration could also have come from getting to know Gage and hearing the stories of his youth, the years he spent growing up here, the love of his grandmother and grandfather as they raised him after the devastating loss of his parents when he was a teenager.

      From where I stood, I could tell the vast overhang covering the porch had seen better days, and at some point in the last two centuries, someone had done significant work to the exterior. Time had taken its toll, though, and the house was definitely in need of rejuvenation to preserve what had been restored so long ago.

      There was a lot of work that needed to be done; however, even through the years and the many hands that held hammer and nail, the original uniqueness of the structure had been maintained.

      A bubble of excitement erupted in my belly. In my experience, that didn’t happen very often.

      And yes, since the day I met Gage Matthews, when he went into detail about this little project of his, I'd hoped he wasn’t pulling my leg. Clearly, he had been up-front and honest with me. That made my heart sing all the more.

      As I spun in a slow circle, taking in the white paint flaking on the strong, sturdy bones of the old house and the sparse lawn that was in desperate need of some water, I felt Gage move up behind me.

      “What do you think?”

      Rather than turning to face him, I let his arms encircle me from behind, pulling me against his hard body. Leaning my head back on his chest, a comforting warmth consumed me. For two months, the more time I spent with him, the more I began to care for him. Not only was he able to set my body ablaze with just a slight tilt of his lips, but he also managed to make me feel protected. Cared for.

      If ever there was a strictly professional relationship between the two of us, it had since been replaced by a crazy hot attraction, and based on the way his eyes flared with passion when he looked at me, I knew it wasn’t one-sided.

      With that said, despite the weeks we’d spent getting to know one another, I still felt as though there were sizable gaps in his life story. But the irrational side of my brain continued to make excuses for him, attributing his secrecy to his being a cop. He tended to do the whole evasive-answer thing, and though it got on my nerves, I somehow gave him the benefit of the doubt.

      Since I wasn’t interested in a happily ever after at this point—not to say I wasn’t on a fast track in that direction—I had opted to take our relationship one day at a time. I didn’t make a point to date many men, nor did I find myself in situations where I was trying to get to know a man to the extent I'd gone to with Gage, but I did see a considerable amount of similarities between him and a man I used to know. “Mysterious” and “secretive” were two words that immediately came to mind.

      At least he hadn’t been prevaricating when it came to his childhood home. It was everything he told me it was and then some.

      “It’s charming.” My insides began to slowly overheat as his body conformed to mine. “Superb, marvelous, stunning. You’re welcome to stop me at any time, because I could go on forever.”

      Gage chuckled, his laugh vibrating through me.

      I was grinning like a kid at a carnival with a pocket full of money, ready and determined to win the big prize, no matter how I had to do it.

      “I could listen to you forever, so feel free to keep goin’,” he teased.

      I elbowed him lightly in the stomach, and he laughed again, pulling away and taking my hand in his. “Come on. There’s more to see inside.”

      Another giddy sensation erupted in my belly, and I followed, the strength of his fingers enveloping my hand. That protective feeling cloaked me again. I had no idea what it was about this man, but it just seemed … right.

      Adrenaline burned like jet fuel in my veins as Gage unlocked the front door. Now that I knew the house he’d boasted about actually did exist, I couldn’t wait to see the interior. For the last couple of months, I’d had countless encounters with this sexy cowboy, but until now, he hadn’t offered to show me the house he’d been so interested in hiring me to restore.

      Until that morning.

      I'd been surprised when he blurted out the idea as we sat at a small café having breakfast, which had become a frequent occurrence for us lately—the breakfast part, that was. Until today, Gage hadn’t even told me where the house was, so for him to mention that he was ready for me to see it, I hadn’t known what to say.

      Initially, “yes” had been the only word to come to the tip of my tongue, but I didn’t let him off the hook that easily. He had smiled when I finally caved after giving him a hard time for a few minutes. Playfully, of course.

      Now that we were here, the tiny town of Coyote Ridge, which was nothing more than a blip on the Texas map, was growing on me. When I tried to do some research on my cell phone regarding our destination, Gage had taken my phone right out of my hands, laughing and insisting that this be a surprise. He wanted to be the one to introduce me to the small town, so I had acquiesced. Only when I promised had he given my phone back.

      As soon as we turned off the main highway, we stopped at a small gas station—simply named Gas ’n’ Go—just within the town limits. After conversing with Henry Powers, the sweet little old man who ran the store, Gage had purchased our sodas and we’d been back on the road again. It seemed Gage had been content to sit there and chat until I started asking inquisitive questions regarding the town. Before Henry could even get an answer out, Gage had grabbed my arm and hightailed it from the store like it was burning down around us.

      He made up for the confusing behavior by pulling me close and kissing the daylights out of me, which he must’ve come to realize was always an easy way to get me to stop talking. Even though I hungered for those kisses, it still irked me that I knew remarkably few details about Gage’s hometown, because he was the equivalent of a closed book. But seeing the house had once again redirected my focus, and I was eager to see more.

      Before stepping inside, knowing my brain was going to go offline with the overwhelming excitement that would overtake my mental processes, I turned to glance once more at the exterior.

      “How many acres does it sit on?” I asked as he opened the sun-faded door, swinging it inward, gesturing for me to precede him into the house.

      “Almost fifteen.”

      From what I could tell, there wasn’t anything else on the land, with the exception of a dilapidated one-car garage that he should have condemned rather than risk the thing falling in on him. The idea of what might be living in there made my skin crawl.

      As I crossed over the threshold, all thoughts of creepy-crawly things evaporated right from my mind, replaced by the exaltation of seeing an old historical home for the first time.

      “Wow,” I breathed as I stepped into the entry.

      As usual, as soon as my feet landed on solid, old hardwood, I felt as though I were in a time warp, imagining the life that passed through the walls for the last two-hundred-some-odd years. Thanks to Gage’s family history and the wonderful pictures he had shared with me, there was a resplendent slide show playing in my head.

      Just like I expected, as was the norm for the period in which the house had been built, there were walls everywhere, enclosing small spaces to create more rooms. The idea of an open concept that so many people longed for these days hadn’t even been a blip on the radar so long ago.

      The small foyer, which was possibly large enough to hold a coatrack and nothing more, led directly into a lovely parlor, spacious enough for a vintage chair or two to liven up the space. Enclosing the small sitting room was a set of French doors that I wanted to remove in order to open up the area.

      My feet propelled me forward until an elegantly ornate staircase caught my eye. Each wide step was gloriously rich in color and curved upward in a “U” that placed the second floor above my head but left a wall of stained glass windows running tall and proud and visible from both downstairs and up.

      I smiled. Imagine being able to see such articulate detail day in and day out. My revitalizing eye said the staircase would only need a little buffing and a fresh coat of varnish for it to sparkle like the sun. As though the hands of God had protected them over the years, the windows didn’t appear to need anything more than a quick spritz of Windex.

      Wringing my hands together, I willed myself to calm down. There was a flurry of excitement spinning wildly in my belly as I took everything in. I did a one-eighty and found myself standing in the dark-wood-trimmed doorway that led into the fairly open living area. The room was somewhat awkward because it was long and narrow, but with the appropriate placement of furniture, I could see it as a place for families to gather.

      Without slowing, anxious to see more, I continued through the living room, then the dining room with its floor-to-ceiling cabinets that would be used to display precious tableware, fine china, and whatnot. The dining room was separated from what I assumed was the kitchen by a wide door that swung both directions. I pushed inward and stepped into what was probably the most awkward of all the rooms.

      The kitchen was rather large, but the placement of the island and a small butler’s pantry didn’t suit the space. My brain automatically began calculating what additional square footage I could free up by remodeling the room entirely.

      Just past the refrigerator, there were two additional doorways. One led to an oversized utility room with a door that led to a side yard. The other led to … I squealed a little as I stepped into the hallway. There in front of me was another set of stairs, this one much narrower with steep steps leading to the second floor.

      “This is amazing,” I muttered to myself as I quickly ascended to the next floor.

      From what I could tell, the second floor was where the bedrooms were, the doors on one side, while opposite them was the magnificent view of the stained-glass window overlooking the side of the house. I peered out, realizing the decayed remains of the garage were visible. Without question, we were going to have to tear it down and rebuild it somewhere else. I did not want anything obstructing Gage’s breathtaking view through the multicolored glass.

      I wandered through the first three bedrooms quickly. They were spacious, and each led to a covered terrace that overlooked the backyard. One had a decent-sized bath attached; the other two were connected by one large Jack and Jill bathroom.

      Out the door and down the hall, I came upon two additional bedrooms. I spent the most time wandering through the last two and the shoe-box-sized bathroom between them. Strangely enough, one of the rooms was the largest of all the bedrooms, but there was no possible way I could expect this to be the primary suite with the minuscule shower, pedestal sink, and toilet in what was supposedly a bathroom.

      Daring to look, I moved to the other side of the small bath and opened another door, where I would have expected to find a closet. Not a closet. The door led to the other room, though this was much smaller, possibly used as a nursery at one time or another. The idea to steal some of the space from the smaller bedroom for the bathroom and use the rest as a large walk-in closet hit me and made me smile brightly once more.

      God, I wanted this job. I'd been doing this—restoring historic homes—for the last eight years, but never had I taken on a project quite this large.

      “You still interested?” Gage’s deep, thundering voice filled the interior of the tiny bedroom I was standing in.

      “Are you kiddin’?” I was grinning from ear to ear as I stared at the cracked plaster and the hideous floor. I wondered whether there were hardwood floors beneath the dingy, shaggy, olive-green wall-to-wall carpet.

      “Perfect.”

      I pivoted, staring back at the man filling the doorway. I could’ve sworn the relatively small space seemed somewhat larger before he walked in. As I stared at the sexy, dark-haired cowboy with the seductive brown eyes, I still found it strange how he’d blown a mountain-sized hole in my life in just a matter of weeks with his unexpected arrival on my doorstep looking for me specifically. The fact that he lived about an hour away, according to him, had made me question why he’d seek me out to help him in this endeavor in the first place.

      Although I didn’t normally take such ambitious projects so far away from home, the longer I stood there, the more interested I became, and I couldn’t help but wonder whether the attractive cowboy-cop played into my enthusiasm just as much as the house did. I was no longer wondering how he’d found out about me or whether I would want to have to live out of a hotel for the foreseeable future just to be close to the house I was working on.

      Just that morning, Gage had talked to me about a timeline and getting things rolling. He was tired of living in his modest rental in town and was looking forward to moving into the house that had been in his family for generations, just as soon as the renovations were completed. The sooner the better, he’d told me. I didn’t make him any promises as far as timing was concerned because he hadn’t even allowed me to see what I was getting myself into until now.

      If I did take on the project, I'd be able to work on a home that appealed to me unlike any other since my own, and I'd have the opportunity to continue pursuing this relationship with Gage. Although he seemed genuinely interested in hiring me to do the work on his house, he also seemed open to the idea of us getting to know one another better.

      Over the course of two months, we had become quite relaxed with one another, hanging out, going to dinner and movies, playing miniature golf. All the things a couple would do if we were dating. And although we hadn’t ventured down the path that would lead us to what would likely be scorching-hot sex, I didn’t doubt that it was in our future.

      For all of three seconds, back when I first met him, I had worried whether mixing business with pleasure would cause problems I didn’t want to have to deal with. But the longer I was in Gage’s company and the more I got to know him, the more I wanted to have my cake and eat it, too.

      My dating life had been dormant for quite some time—or maybe a better term would be nonexistent. The reason? Well, I'd used one excuse after the other, most of them pertaining to me being too engrossed in work to have time for anything else. No way would I have entertained the idea of a relationship, but that was before Gage walked into my life. Not that what Gage and I had could be considered a relationship, but I knew for a fact that it was more than friendship. Or I hoped so. After all, the couple of times he’d kissed me sure didn’t feel like just friends to me.

      “You okay?”

      Caught a little off guard, but more than grateful for the distraction, I turned away briefly, trying to wipe the smile from my face. When it didn’t work, I gave in and turned back. Gage truly was one of the most attractive men I had ever seen. Dark hair, dark eyes, and a body that tempted me to sin like the devil.

      “Fine, why?”

      The smile he shot in my direction made my tummy dance with a sweet tingle that I'd been oblivious to for longer than I cared to admit. Or maybe I just hadn’t had that tingle in a solid decade or so.

      “You’ve never heard of Coyote Ridge?” he asked, his attention directed to the chipped plaster that clearly needed some attention.

      The way he asked the question made me feel as though I should have heard about the tiny little town that this man called home.

      “Not until today,” I said casually, trying to redirect my wayward thoughts back to the house and the possibilities.

      I had become somewhat accustomed to Gage’s random questions, most of them somewhat personal in nature. He’d certainly asked more than his fair share over the last two months since I met him, especially considering how remarkably little he’d been willing to share about himself. He was just naturally nosy—or so was his answer after I scrounged up the courage to ask.

      Rather than squirm beneath the scrutiny of his gaze, I slipped beneath his arm and out into the hallway once again. As I admired the finer details, I found that my thoughts about Gage weren’t ready to be wrangled in just yet.

      For the better part of two months, the two of us had been dancing around the subject of sex, neither of us fully embracing what was bound to come sooner or later. No pun intended. Considering we were acting very much like a well-established couple—one that had subconsciously agreed to a no-sex clause—I couldn’t help but wonder what the next step for us would be.

      We’d long since gotten past the getting-to-know-you phase, which meant there were only two directions we could go from here. Either down the path to fervent sexual gratification, or we would turn around and head back the way we came, sticking with a more professional association.

      I wanted the sex, plain and simple.

      Ever since the first night Gage took me out to dinner, I had been thinking some rather heated thoughts about him. We shared quite a few intimate meals, and some much more casual dates, most of them spent chatting it up like long-lost friends, with that very distinct buzz of sexual attraction in the background.

      Having not been on many dates where hopping into bed within the first ten minutes wasn’t on the guy’s agenda, I was a little off kilter around Gage. I spent most of my time wondering whether we would jump one another’s bones the next time we saw each other or if he’d be content simply asking me personal questions about my past.

      With my hormones beginning to overflow, I wasn’t sure how much more I could store up before the lid blew off due to the pressure. If Gage kept up this perfect-gentleman routine, I was going to have to buy stock in Duracell or Energizer just so I could function on a daily basis.

      I found myself wondering more and more why we hadn’t moved to the next phase of what felt like a potential relationship. We’d had make-out sessions that were testing the limits of my smoke detectors, but never had we ventured farther than second base.

      If chemistry was all it took, we would have been horizontal for most of the time we had known one another, because what happened between us when we kissed was explosive. But every time we got close to rounding the bases and heading for a home run, Gage put the brakes on. A sudden, abrupt stop that sent me careening headfirst into the proverbial dashboard, my brain jarring from the impact.

      And of course, every time Gage halted our progress, I managed to take a step back, taking advantage of the opportunity to reflect on what was happening, even as my confusion grew. I genuinely liked him. We laughed, talked, and yes, he knocked my socks off with his kisses, but as far as going any further, I didn’t deny that taking things slowly was for the best. At least with us moving at a snail’s pace, I wouldn’t risk the possibility of getting too attached.

      I, Kylie Marie Prescott, did not roll that way.

      Not after Travis Walker ruined me for all time.

      Damn it.

      I instinctively closed my eyes, refusing to allow the image of Travis to come to mind. As a rule, I avoided any and all memories that involved him because as sure as the sun would rise in the morning, thoughts of him caused a painful ache to return, and the echo of long-ago love still had a devastating impact.

      Even all these years later, my body reacted in strange ways to those lingering recollections that hadn’t yet faded around the edges. Sort of like muscle memory, the feel of his skin, his mouth, his hands, it was as though he hadn’t been gone from my life for ten years. No, it felt more like yesterday. Considering how he walked out on me after we’d been married only three weeks, it would make more sense if I wanted to slap him, not jump him, but damn it if I didn’t want to just…

      Okay, totally inappropriate. Tune back in to reality, girl.

      I knew that it didn’t help that we were still married, which was a painful reminder each and every day. A mere technicality, I told myself repeatedly. But one I hadn’t put much thought into rectifying until I'd started getting closer to Gage.

      In truth, the only thing real about our nuptials was the paper we’d received that validated it. It was easy to pretend otherwise because living with a man for three weeks did not a marriage make. Especially when he turned the other cheek and walked away as though I didn’t mean a thing to him.

      If only I thought I could emotionally survive seeing Travis again, I'd seek a divorce. Every year I convinced myself that I'd be stronger next year. Since I still didn’t believe I could handle seeing him, and since he hadn’t yet taken the initiative himself, I was still married to Travis Walker.

      The only benefit was that I didn’t have to relive Travis ripping my heart right out of my chest and walking away with it still beating in his hands. Because sure as I breathed, seeing him would blow another crater right in the center of my chest.

      Okay, you’re cut off now, woman. No more thinking.

      My inner monologue was enough to set me straight as I headed down the back staircase. I busied myself taking notes in the kitchen, jotting down the ideas I'd come up with so far.

      “Let me know when you’re done. I’d like to take you to meet some folks.”

      I was leaning over the island, my pen tapping steadily against the notepad as I stared back at him. Dropping the pen because, quite frankly, I was getting on my own nerves, I exhaled and smiled. I was suddenly eager to get some fresh air. Whether it was the proximity of this handsome man or thoughts of the one from my past, I wasn’t sure, but the room was getting a little warm.

      “I’m good for now. As long as you promise I’ll get to come back soon.”

      “Darlin’, you’ve got the job if you want it,” Gage said, grinning.

      “You don’t even know my price,” I informed him.

      “Irrelevant.”

      Money had never been a subject we broached up to this point, but Gage’s nonchalant attitude when anything even close came up made me believe he wasn’t necessarily hurting financially. Which made me question other things because I knew for a fact that a cop’s salary wasn’t going to give him money to burn.

      No doubt this project wasn’t going to be cheap, but at least I could do the work in stages. And I was extremely resourceful. I just needed some local crews to help because those I normally worked with weren’t likely to venture this far out. And if Gage was looking to save some money, he could add some elbow grease of his own.

      After Gage locked up the house and helped me into his truck, I allowed my mind to relax as he drove. The familiar song on the radio made me want to tap my foot, but I refrained. It was rare that I was in a good mood after such pressing thoughts from my past, but for some reason, just being in Gage’s company helped. That and the prospect of the new job made me smile.

      For once, I just wanted to enjoy what life threw my way. It was high time I stopped trying to hide behind those events that had changed my life irreparably. Time to move forward.

      Still smiling, I pulled myself back to the present as Gage turned onto a long dirt driveway. In the distance, I saw a lovely old farmhouse come into view; the fresh paint and new roof gleamed radiantly in the bright Texas sunshine. This one looked significantly different from the one we’d just left. This one was sporting a recent facelift.

      Refraining from asking questions, I paid attention to the details of the house in case Gage was here to show me some ideas he had. My brain barely registered the men moving furniture into the house. As I focused on what they were doing, I noticed two more people talking on one end of the beautiful wraparound porch.

      I mentally cleared my throat because … Wow! Did this place only breed hot, sexy cowboys?

      When Gage pulled the truck to a stop, I unbuckled my seat belt and climbed out. I continued to stare up at the beautiful house, my eye for detail noting the few things they’d done to stick with the house’s former glory, although there were quite a few enhancements they’d made to modernize it as well. Either way, I was impressed. Wouldn’t have been my choice, but then again, it wasn’t my house.

      Gage surprised me when he walked around to my side of the truck, taking my hand in his. That tingle that had been stirring in my belly erupted into a volcanic explosion of activity, and I wondered if my palms were going to start sweating. God, I hoped not. At least not while he was holding my hand.

      Eager to make a good impression on these people, whoever they were, I pasted on a smile and fell into step beside Gage.
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      Gage

      I wasn’t quite sure what prompted me to take Kylie’s hand in mine as I led her away from the safe haven of my truck toward the house. But the moment our palms touched, I knew it was a mistake.

      With her soft, delicate fingers linked with mine, I felt that spark I'd grown accustomed to over the last couple of months. The one that ignited in my loins and radiated out through the rest of my body, kick-starting more than just my libido. Somewhere along the way, this woman managed to cause hope to bloom in the dark, cold corners of my soul.

      Holding her small, cool hand in mine, feeling the way she squeezed my fingers as though I just might be able to ground her in this unknown situation, made me hate myself that much more for what I was about to do.

      I needed to cherish this feeling for as long as I could because a few minutes from now it was going to be stripped away from me, and I had no one to blame but myself. My actions were about to have disastrous results on what little of a relationship we had built to this point.

      Ha! Relationship.

      As if I could even classify what was going on between Kylie Prescott and me as a relationship, but for the life of me, I hadn’t come up with a way to describe it any other way. Only my version was more on the fucked-up side of things, because lies and vendettas didn’t provide the necessary platform for a relationship; but that’s precisely how I had started out constructing this—whatever this was—with Kylie.

      Lies. Deceit.

      God, I was such an asshole.

      Shit.

      My stomach churned painfully, the guilt gnawing at me.

      If I’d had anything to eat in the last twenty-four hours, I might be worried I would lose it right here and now. Except I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t sleep, either. No, I spent most of my time trying to figure out just what the hell I'd gone and done. I wasn’t even sure at what point this had seemed like a good idea, but I was past the point of backing out now. My first mistake was obviously getting so caught up with this enigmatic, funny, cute woman over the course of several weeks. And the more time I spent in her company, the more I'd let myself get carried away in some sort of selfish fantasy. One that I suspected would be shattered right along with the rest of my hopes up to this point.

      It was true, when I walked up to her door that one fateful morning, I'd had an agenda. Somewhere along the way, I had managed to convince myself that getting close to her was my punishment for what I intended to do. How I ever thought she wasn’t going to be hurt by my dubious actions, I still didn’t know. Initially, I intended to treat my interaction with Kylie as a business transaction. I would wine her, dine her, convince her I needed her help to restore the house my grandmother left me when she passed away two years ago. And from there I would use her to cause an explosion of epic proportions right in the middle of Travis’s life.

      Yep, walking away unscathed was also high on my list of things to do, but at this point, the latter seemed like a pipe dream.

      Fuck. Since when had I become such a bastard?

      I had learned more about myself in the past couple of months than I wanted to acknowledge. The first of which being that I harbored an intense desire to keep Kylie close, although my actions said otherwise. Or at least they were about to. The second was that I wanted to punish Travis Walker in ways I had never imagined. He managed to get under my skin, and quite frankly, I didn’t fucking like it.

      Or maybe I liked it too much.

      Somewhere along the way, a vindictive series of lies and underhanded deception had led me to the path I was on this morning. The biggest lie of them all was that I wasn’t affected one fucking iota by the way Travis had plastered me against the wall and kissed me with an intensity that damn near blew a fucking hole through the top of my head. Twice.

      It shouldn’t matter to me that I knew so little about a man who single-handedly brought the brick-and-mortar walls of my life crashing down around me at the same time he effectively made the earth shift beneath my feet. A man whom I had known for most of my life because Travis was Kaleb’s brother.

      What mattered was that I had a ridiculously powerful attraction to him. One I absolutely wasn’t happy about. And on top of that, after what clearly was leading to a tryst to rival all, I hadn’t heard a single thing from Travis. Not that I'd attempted to make contact either, but I also hadn’t been the one to initiate what was—no, make that what had been—happening between us.

      Yet, none of it explained what I was doing here or how I somehow dragged the seemingly innocent woman at my side right into the eye of the storm. For weeks, I tried to tell myself that I needed to remain detached and I'd be fine. My original plan hadn’t even taken into account what this would do to this unsuspecting woman.

      Sweet, innocent, charming … Kylie was all those things, and I was about to risk everything we’d established between us thus far. Her honesty was something I had come to cherish, but none of it mattered the closer my feet carried me to Kaleb’s front door.

      This was the beginning of the end.

      And to think it all started with a kiss and a need to get a rise out of Travis for putting me in a position that I feared Travis would never follow through with. Paying Travis back for the shit storm of emotions he managed to rain down on me when I least expected it had morphed into something totally unexpected.

      Regardless of what Travis had done, my reaction left a bitter taste in my mouth, and I was beginning to realize I didn’t much care for this side of myself. Unfortunately, I hadn’t given much thought to the repercussions my actions would have on innocent bystanders. Namely Kylie.

      Too late to think about it now, Matthews.

      Admittedly, when I showed up on Kylie’s doorstep, my rationale made absolutely no sense, but I couldn’t get past my need to punish Travis for making me feel things I didn’t want to feel. Not to mention being arrogant enough to blow my cover sky-fucking-high just because I felt like it.

      Not only had I learned that Travis was interested in men—the kiss we shared was a dead giveaway—but I also learned that Travis was married. Married, for fuck’s sake. It was the biggest secret I could’ve possibly imagined stumbling upon, so the instant I learned that Travis was still legally married after ten years, I did what I did best: I investigated.

      And what I uncovered paved the road to Kylie.

      Since the first time I heard her sweet Texas twang and saw the sexy glint in her baby blues, I had wondered what the hell she ever saw in a man like Travis. She was the exact opposite of the type of woman Travis got mixed up with these days—at least from the ones I had seen him with at Club Destiny.

      I wanted to know what the hell had happened between the two of them. Was Travis the way he was because of her? From what I had learned during the time I spent with Kylie in recent months, I couldn’t imagine she had the ability to freeze any man’s heart the way Travis’s obviously was. And if Travis had a woman like Kylie waiting at home for him at some point in his life, what the hell was he thinking letting her go?

      At first, I thought maybe Travis was leading a double life, spending time with Kylie when he was supposedly out of town. Clearly, that wasn’t the case. Not once had she mentioned his name. Hell, she didn’t even use Travis’s last name as her own, so why the hell were they married?

      A question I wanted an answer to.

      Or at least I had wanted to find out when I first climbed aboard this emotional roller coaster. Now I wasn’t so sure I wanted to do anything except turn around and hide away with Kylie for a few months, keeping her all to myself.

      I was Fucked Up. With a capital FU.

      At thirty-two years old, it sucked like fucking hell to find out that what you thought you wanted out of life might be a complete and total lie. It didn’t help that I was adding more lies to the running list as each day passed. And my self-hatred had morphed into something tangible. The only way I found to relieve some of the pressure was to push Travis as far as I could. Away from me. I hadn’t been able to think of much else after Travis blindsided me with a kiss that rocked my fucking world off its axis. The tension between us was palpable, and damn it all to hell, I wanted more. Since that was a major problem for me—mainly because Travis was virtually untouchable—I figured the easiest way to ensure that I didn’t want what I couldn’t have: I had opted for revenge.

      Glancing down at Kylie, I realized I hadn’t thought things all the way through. Although I was about to deliver my very own brand of payback right at Travis’s feet, I hadn’t taken into account that I might just get a little too caught up in the woman I'd sought out to find and use as punishment. My anger at Travis, mixed with the desire I felt for him and now this woman, had twisted into something ugly, yet I didn’t seem to be turning back.

      Without a doubt, I knew I had found something to hurt Travis with. I had a feeling my plan was going to work even better than I expected. Walking into a room full of Walker men, putting on display someone Travis apparently thought he’d buried in his past was bound to get me the reaction I had been looking for. Key words had been.

      Motherfucking hell.

      “What was that?” Kylie’s sweet voice pulled me from my thoughts as we made our way past the U-Haul truck backed up in the front yard.

      “Nothing.” I didn’t even realize I'd said anything out loud, but that said a lot about my mental status. If I was going to back out now, it would be the perfect time. The only person I'd have to explain anything to would be Kylie.

      My feet didn’t stop moving forward, and the next thing I knew, I was pulling open the freshly painted screen door, waiting while Kylie preceded me into the house. The second I laid eyes on Travis, a slew of emotions bubbled up inside of me. Anger, lust, and even a sliver of fear lingered in there somewhere.

      Placing my hand on the small of her back as I followed her inside, I had one last moment of regret and then shrugged it off as my eyes tracked Travis across the room. The second our gazes collided, I knew I was in deep shit.

      “Sonuvabitch,” Travis growled.

      “Travis?” Kylie questioned, her hand wrenching out of my grasp as her back went stone still.

      “Fuck.” That was Travis’s only response. Very articulate he was.

      I stared blankly at Travis, ensuring my face remained impassive. The recognition in his eyes was exactly the response I had been going for when I made the decision that morning to come back home to Coyote Ridge.

      One thing I prided myself on was my ability to do my job. Not only could I protect those I cared about, I also had an uncanny ability to uncover dirt that other people tried desperately to hide. Travis’s dirt had been hidden better than most. In fact, it had taken me almost three months, but I'd finally accomplished what I set out to do.

      I had finally found what Travis apparently didn’t want anyone else to know about.

      There was only one question left to be answered…

      If Travis had been looking to bury his past, why hadn’t the man ever gotten a divorce?
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      Travis Walker

      There was only one person to blame for these recent urges to do serious bodily harm. Unfortunately, the only person I wanted to get my hands on was Gage Matthews, and the son of a bitch had disappeared altogether. The murderous rage continued to escalate as each hour ticked by, and it was a damn good thing Gage had the brains to flee. If he hadn’t, I would’ve hunted him down, and at this point, I couldn’t ensure Gage would walk away unscathed.

      Not after what he’d done.

      Apparently, my brother Kaleb knew what I was capable of because no matter how hard I tried—just short of begging, which I would never resort to—my brother wouldn’t give me any information. Not even Gage’s phone number.

      Then again, since the beginning, I hadn’t been able to get Gage’s number from Kaleb. Because Kaleb had been too curious for his own good, I had given up on asking after the first time. So now, just short of hiring a private investigator to find Gage, I was at a loss as to where he could be.

      Each morning I woke up wondering if I would have the pleasure of wrapping my hands around Gage’s neck. And as each night cloaked our small town, I realized the opportunity had slipped by again. I had some serious connections, but despite my repeated attempts, I could not find Gage.

      And I had doubled my efforts ever since I realized Gage had managed to skip town shortly after the fiasco that ensued at Kaleb’s house. The very day Gage had the fucking balls to dangle the one woman I never expected to see ever again right in front of my face.

      Brass. No, make that steel. He had balls of fucking steel, and he had proven it by waltzing Kylie Prescott—although she was technically still Kylie Walker—in through the front door without even a hint of warning.

      Ever since that day, I hadn’t been able to sleep or eat. Hell, I could barely stand to be around myself, which I knew wasn’t faring well for my brothers.

      I was beginning to worry about the tension that was pulling at me these days. Part of me wanted to attribute my desire to self-destruct to what Gage had done, but I knew it was more than that. The insurmountable stress I put myself under was beginning to take its toll, and Gage’s little scene was just the icing on the cake.

      The bastard.

      Ten years.

      Ten long, fucking years, damn it.

      All for nothing.

      The suffering and pain I'd put myself through trying to get over her was all for nothing because the second I laid eyes on Kylie, every damn thing I'd ever felt for her came flooding back like a tsunami threatening to take me under and drag me against jagged rocks that were a serious threat to my well-being.

      From the moment my eyes met hers when Gage led her through the front door of Kaleb’s house, I had been assaulted with memories of the day I'd met her, so long ago by the lake. The day my life had forever been changed.

      “Hey,” I greeted the woman nervously, motivated solely by what I could only categorize as intense interest.

      For the last hour, I'd been playing sand volleyball with a group of friends, my eyes continuing to trail her as she walked by the water’s edge, my attention riveted when she reclined on a blanket, reading a book. My lust-fueled brain had willed her to look up, to make eye contact with me, but it never happened. So here I was.

      I wasn’t sure what compelled me to walk right up to her, but that’s where my feet had led me, and now that I was standing just a few feet away from her, I knew I was supposed to introduce myself or risk looking like a creeper.

      Then go for it, dumbass. What are you waitin’ for? That little voice in the back of my head was getting louder by the second.

      “Travis,” I said on a rush, thrusting my hand out to her as though that would explain everything.

      Real smooth.

      The beautiful blue-eyed woman smiled up at me from her place on the blanket near the edge of the water. Shielding her eyes with one hand, she hesitantly held up the other, clasping my hand firmly yet gently in return.

      “Kylie.”

      Shit. On top of being intoxicatingly beautiful, she had to go and have the prettiest name I'd ever heard.

      “Nice to meet you,” I said like an idiot, standing there, staring down at her as though things would automatically get easier now that we knew each other’s names.

      “Likewise,” she said sweetly. “Would you like to … uh … sit down?”

      I nodded, feeling like a fool. That was the whole reason I was there, wasn’t it? So I couldn’t very well run away now. She’d think I was nuts if I did. Granted, I was beginning to think that I was.

      “Did you finish your game?” she asked, tipping her head toward the empty volleyball court.

      I didn’t bother looking away from her as I nodded my head. “Yeah. We lost.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” she said with a grin.

      I was tempted to tell her that I'd been the one to lose the game for the team, all thanks to my being distracted by her, but I wasn’t sure that would go over all that well. At least not yet.

      “What’re you readin’?” I asked as I lowered myself to the edge of the blanket, my eyes grazing over her tan skin, highlighted by that sheer white blouse and the sexiest pair of denim cutoffs I'd ever seen.

      Kylie lifted the book to show me the cover as she smiled shyly. “It’s a romance.”

      “Is it good?”

      Kylie laughed, the sexy, sensual sound making the hair on the back of my neck stand up in awareness.

      Yeah, I knew right then and there that I was in big trouble.

      Between this woman’s sweet smile, sexy voice, and delicious curves, I was a goner. And the fact that she was putting that book down and turning her full attention on me…

      Yep, it was safe to say I was in way over my head.

      Memories.

      Pain.

      It was all so intense, making me wish for things I knew I couldn’t have because I was too fucked-up to have something as sweet and pure as Kylie in my life. It didn’t stop those devastating memories from overwhelming me, threatening to level me flat when I least expected it.

      Son of a fucking bitch!

      Just seeing her once brought back a torrent of feelings that I hadn’t wanted to lay claim to for a solid decade. If I had given myself any credit for being over her, well, I undoubtedly learned my lesson that day.

      Every time I closed my eyes I saw big, cornflower-blue eyes, pouty pink lips, the satiny luster of golden skin, long, glossy, honey-gold hair. She looked the same, only prettier if that was even possible. The most sensually beautiful woman I had ever laid my eyes on. And so fucking touchable, I found myself wishing for a few more minutes with her.

      But that wasn’t going to happen.

      No matter what I did or didn’t do, I couldn’t have Kylie. She deserved someone normal, not someone like me. She needed someone whose sole purpose in life was to put her up on a pedestal and worship her with love and attention. Not someone whose love was distorted and whose attention was divided at best.

      The fact that Gage had thrown her to the wolves, so to speak, spoke volumes about how well he actually knew her. Kylie was so damn innocent, it made my heart break just thinking about the pained look on her face that day. When my eyes raked over her, categorizing every luscious curve, every delectable inch of her beautiful body, it was like a salve for some of those gaping wounds I'd grown accustomed to over the years.

      Now that the old memories and feelings had been resurrected, there was no such hope of putting her in my past, where she belonged.

      I could still see the way her blue eyes lit up like a gas flame the moment she saw me. Forgiveness wasn’t an easy thing for a woman as reserved as Kylie, and it was clear from her surprise that she hadn’t let me off the hook for what I had done to her all those years ago.

      The moment her initial shock wore off, that unbridled anger she apparently never released came spewing out. Only her ire hadn’t been directed at me as I expected. With a deep, aching regret swirling in my soul, I had waited for the tongue-lashing I deserved yet she had never given me.

      That never happened.

      Having always been the one to keep her emotions close to the vest, Kylie had sucked in a deep breath, holding everything inside, because heaven forbid she speak her mind. Rather than lay into me, or even Gage, she had turned and simply walked away.

      It was a miracle that Gage and I were still in one piece after that one. Between Kylie’s piercing death glare and Beau Bennett’s barely restrained anger at seeing the woman so upset, we were both lucky to still be walking with our nuts in the same shape as before she realized what was going on.

      As for Beau, Zane’s friend, well, I learned right quick not to ask the man questions. I'd grown quite fond of my own fucking head, thank you very much, and that behemoth of a man had looked ready to rip mine right off my body.

      Surprise wasn’t quite the word I could use to describe that day. If I hadn’t been waylaid by the mere sight of the most beautiful woman to have ever graced my life, I'd have beaten Gage to dust right then and there. Finding him had been impossible because Gage managed to run far and fast from Coyote Ridge. I knew when it came down to it, I would have to go in search of him rather than sit back and wait. Since I still didn’t know where he was, I'd opted for a different approach.

      If only I would allow my emotions to control me, I would be on the road heading straight to Kylie’s. I suspected that’s where Gage was, and as much as I longed to confront him, to ask him just what the fuck he was thinking, I wasn’t willing to go back in time. I'd lived through it once, but I wasn’t sure I'd ever be able to walk away from her again.

      So, true to form, I had set out that morning for something much more expected of me. I didn’t do emotion. I didn’t fall in love, and I damn sure didn’t hold it all in. Rather than feeding my emotional needs, I was more interested in fulfilling other urges that, no matter how hard or how often I tried, couldn’t be sated. I would never stop trying because it sure beats the alternative.

      My self-destructive tendencies were calling my name, and the only way I could function was to attempt to ease the physical ache. The emotional pain would never be soothed, so I much preferred engaging in something that wouldn’t require me to feel anything other than exquisite, mind-numbing pleasure.

      Club Destiny was calling my name.

      For the last three weeks, I'd been practically dancing with Tag and McKenna, and quite frankly, a rendezvous with them seemed more than appropriate. Considering I'd been waiting a long time for this day to arrive, I somehow forced myself to rebury all thoughts of Kylie and toss those of Gage right alongside them in the colossal black hole in my chest.

      The day would come when that little situation would be rectified in one way or another. Until then, I was on my way to Dallas.

      

      By the time I reached Club Destiny, three hours north of my hometown of Coyote Ridge, I had managed to work myself up over the events the day was leading up to. A brief conversation with Tag during my drive had settled the plans, and to my surprise, the day was actually looking up.

      I was looking forward to a couple of hours of pleasure that would take my mind off things better left forgotten. That included Gage and the way he had kissed me back with a ferocity that threatened to burn us both to a crisp. I might not expect that same intensity from what was to come with the twosome I was about to engage with, but I knew it’d be explosive in its own right.

      Sitting at the bar inside Club Destiny, waiting for Kane to pour my Southern Comfort, I glanced around the large, airy space, wondering where everyone was. This time of the evening, the place was usually packed, but tonight seemed fairly manageable.

      As I was looking around, my gaze landed on the fiery-red hair of a woman who had caught my attention ever since I first saw her. The big, burly man standing next to her also caught my eye, but I had learned right away exactly how uninterested Tag Murphy was. At least in me.

      Originally, Tag also hadn’t been interested in a tryst with a third person, but much to my surprise, that had apparently changed. According to Tag, it was a one-time-only deal because his fiancée was clearly interested in being the object of two men’s attention for one night. Not seeing a downside for any of us, I had readily accepted the invitation.

      After the night when I witnessed the sexy reporter on her knees giving Tag a blow job, I'd been hoping this day would come. Never having been the type to expect anything, I had seen a hint of interest in Tag’s eyes that night. Tag might not have any desire for me to fuck his woman, but he damn sure felt a spark from having an audience. I was at the point where I didn’t give a damn which role I played. I just needed something to take my mind off the more pressing things weighing me down.

      At the time of the little peep show, I had been more than interested in getting in on that action, but I figured I was more likely to see pigs fly than to get a personal invitation from the bald giant of a man who liked to rock designer suits. The same guy heading up the stairs to the second-floor suites at the moment.

      “I figured you’d be going upstairs, too,” Kane said as he set a squat glass in front of me.

      “For?” I was stunned by Kane’s forwardness. I couldn’t imagine that the guy knew Tag had personally invited me there tonight.

      “It’s Tuesday night.”

      It took a second for Kane’s reference to sink in. Sure enough, it was Tuesday night, and as of last week, Luke had reopened the private section of the club. In previous weeks, only those with an apartment were allowed to linger and interact, so the inclusion of all members was causing the playroom to see increasingly more action these days.

      Sliding a twenty-dollar tip in Kane’s direction, I grabbed my glass and headed up the stairs, noticing that McKenna and Tag weren’t that far ahead of me. I followed behind them, fully expecting them to go into Tag’s apartment, but when they continued down the hall, my body came to life instantly.

      Hanging back a little, I waited until they made their way down the main hall and disappeared into the playroom. Although I had been to one or two, I didn’t usually attend the weekly orgies. Tag and McKenna’s appearance was even more unlikely.

      It would seem that the extremely reserved Tag Murphy was beginning to open up a little. I couldn’t help but wonder whether that was mostly McKenna’s influence or if he had just managed to dislodge the stick from his ass. After Tag had been fairly adamant that he wasn’t sharing McKenna with anyone, I was a little surprised to see them going in because what they were moving toward went way beyond sharing.

      Curious to how they would react once inside, I followed, remaining on the periphery of the room as I worked my way toward a section in the back. Taking in the sight of sweaty, writhing bodies as I went, I realized no one was wasting any time tonight.

      Maybe that was because they were eager to get to the good stuff, or because most of the members had been relieved of their contractual obligation. Or in layman’s terms, they’d been thrown out on their asses. Which meant those who remained were familiar with one another, at least on a first-name basis, so easing into the hard-core aspect of play might be slightly easier for some.

      I didn’t react to the group of people in one corner taking up every available spot on one of the oversized couches. They were in a state of near nakedness at this point and oblivious to anything around them. Nor did I let my eyes linger for long on the sexy, raven-haired woman currently strapped to the wall on a St. Andrew’s cross, with an equally beautiful blonde woman on her knees, her tongue buried deep in her pussy.

      In the opposite corner of the room from where the orgy was taking place on the couch, sitting in a red velvet chair, was Logan McCoy. His appearance anywhere near the playroom was both unexpected and quite intriguing. His wife, Samantha, didn’t seem to have any qualms about making an appearance within the masses either, which shocked the shit out of me after what had gone down several months back.

      It was this very place that had gotten the club into trouble after pictures of Samantha McCoy were used to blackmail Luke and Logan. She didn’t seem at all concerned at the moment because she was currently sitting on Logan’s lap, her gaze roaming the room almost as quickly as mine. Although I would have to say she was rather reserved in her interests. At least for the moment.

      As “Closer” by Nine Inch Nails—how very appropriate—began playing on the hidden speakers in the ceiling, I caught sight of Tag and McKenna once again. They were standing on the farthest side of the room, Tag against the wall while McKenna stood in front of him, her back pressing against the burly man’s chest. Maybe they thought they were being discreet, I didn’t know, but I noticed the way Tag’s hands drifted upward, just beneath the hem of McKenna’s shirt.

      I want to fuck you like an animal.

      Yes, definitely an appropriate song.

      With my body stiff as hell and in desperate need of release, I didn’t wait any longer. I downed the rest of my whiskey as I watched the couple before setting the empty glass on a nearby table.

      I want to feel you from the inside.

      Movement across the room caught my attention, and I turned to see the group on the couch. A beautiful woman with long, black hair and creamy, dark skin stripped completely naked at the command of the enormous, linebacker-sized man sitting at one end of the couch.

      I want to fuck you like an animal.

      They didn’t seem to be part of the group that was already there, but it looked like the twosome was looking to rectify that situation. It was the type of activity that usually took place in the playroom. The motto seemed to lean toward “the more the merrier.”

      I continued to divide my attention between the pulsing beat of the song, the attractive couple on the couch, and the pale redhead on the other side of the room. Such a contrast, yet here in this place, everyone was the same, wanting only one thing: pleasure.

      As it should be.

      I want to fuck you like an animal.

      Tag must’ve sensed my presence because the hair on the back of my neck prickled, and when I looked up into those intense green eyes peering at me from several feet away, I couldn’t help but smile. A barely perceptible nod was obviously his way of acknowledging that this was going to happen. I was not complaining, that was for sure. Three hours was a long fucking time to drive only to end up disappointed at the end of the night. As far as I was concerned, the party was just about to get started.

      It didn’t take long for the room to heat several degrees and for more clothes to disappear. The group in the corner was by far the boldest in the room: three women standing behind the couch with three men sitting side by side in front of them. One man knelt on the floor at their feet, servicing each of them in turn. If I had to guess, based on the slight discomfort on the faces of all three men, they were straight as an arrow. That didn’t mean they weren’t enjoying the fuck out of being blown by a dude. Not that they would admit as much, but in the same sense, not one of them was pulling away.

      A blaze of lust splintered in my bloodstream as I blatantly watched the display. A sudden vision took root in my brain, and I was no longer seeing the group but rather Gage on his knees, his lips wrapped tightly around my throbbing cock while Kylie stood behind me, her hands wrapped around me as she watched.

      My cock twitched, and I forced myself back to the present. It wasn’t the first time I'd had random thoughts that involved the two of them. At least not since I saw them at Kaleb’s.

      Realizing I needed to get my head back on my shoulders and not off in dreamland, I turned my attention to McKenna, who was standing just a foot away. In the last few minutes, Tag had gotten a little bolder with his movements, and his brawny hands were now cupping McKenna’s beautiful breasts, her silk blouse riding up high on her chest, the black lace of her demi bra peeking between Tag’s splayed fingers.

      Nine Inch Nails morphed into Kings of Leon as “Sex On Fire” came up next in the queue. Well, at least someone was on their game. If nothing else, the music was going to inspire some of the folks tonight. I wondered whether that’s what spurred Tag to get a little reckless with his hands. Again, I wasn’t complaining because the passion on McKenna’s face was a fucking turn-on.

      Moving in closer, I kept my eyes focused on Tag’s hands and the rise and fall of McKenna’s chest as she squirmed and moaned beneath his touch.

      “You lookin’ for an audience or participation?”

      When McKenna’s exotic eyes met mine, I didn’t need to hear her answer. But I wanted to.

      Her breaths were coming hard and fast, and Tag’s cardiovascular system seemed to be getting a workout as well, although the tough, powerful man was playing it off as his hands firmly kneaded McKenna’s soft, plump tits.

      “Answer me, McKenna,” I demanded, wanting to ensure she realized I wasn’t here to play games.

      Either this was on or it was off. At this point, it didn’t make a damned bit of difference to me because the room was full of possibilities. Not that I was particularly interested, but I knew I could easily find the satisfaction I was looking for. In another five minutes, I'd be committed, and I didn’t want any lingering doubts in McKenna’s mind.

      “Both?” The single word came off as a question and I purposely took one step back.

      “Either you’re sure or you’re not. I need to know. Do you want me to watch? Or do you want me to touch you?”

      McKenna’s eyes slid closed as Tag growled low in her ear, his approval evident. The lawyer might be all tough when he had to be, but he was quickly caving to the possibility of where this was going to go.

      “Touch me,” she moaned, opening her eyes and meeting my stare once more.

      Moving closer, I eliminated what little space had been between us as I met Tag’s gaze just over McKenna’s shoulder. I wasn’t sure what the parameters of this little sexcapade were, and I needed the limits defined before I touched her.

      “Can I kiss you, McKenna?” I asked as I darted my eyes back and forth over each of their faces. I wanted permission from both of them.

      Tag’s subtle nod was the first, followed by McKenna’s breathless “yes” that followed.

      With very little gap between us, I leaned in, trapping Tag’s hands between my body and McKenna’s as I tilted my head, allowing my lips to hover over hers.

      “Do you want this show to go on right here? Or do you want to take this somewhere a little more private?” I knew this was a monumental step for the couple. And being out in the open like this, I expected them both to be a little more daring, but I wasn’t interested in them doing this because they thought someone was watching. I wanted them to do this because they wanted to. Less of a chance for any regrets later on.

      “Privacy would be nice,” McKenna admitted, her labored breaths fluttering against my lips.

      Damn, I wanted to kiss her if for nothing else than to ensure my mind didn’t start to wander down paths I had no desire to travel. I just wondered if I was going to have to keep my eyes open so I wouldn’t imagine that the lips I was going to kiss belonged to a little caramel-haired goddess who had the ability to level me flat with just a smile.

      “Lead the way,” I told her, and committed myself to what would happen next. No matter what that might be. At least for the next hour, I wouldn’t need to think.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Gage

      I wasn’t quite sure what the hell I was doing. I'd somehow managed to evade everything pertinent in my life for the last few days, and yet here I was, waltzing into Club Destiny like my life wasn’t upside-down and sideways. It was Tuesday, and I was looking for a way to numb my mind for a little while. At this point, I didn’t even care how I managed to do that, so the club seemed like the perfect answer.

      It also gave me a chance to be someone I wasn’t for a little while. Here, in this place, I wasn’t Gage Matthews. No, here I was Chance Reed, and that little bit of anonymity was exactly what I needed. In my humble opinion, Chance wasn’t nearly as big an asshole as Gage was.

      I laughed out loud, the forced sound ringing strangely even to my own ears, ignoring the people who looked at me from the corners of their eyes. Yes, if they thought laughing out loud at yourself was awkward, what would they think if they found out I was referring to myself as two different people?

      Dropping onto an empty stool at the bar, I waited for the bartender to make her way around to me. When she did, I ordered a double scotch on the rocks and waited patiently. Keeping my head down, I wasn’t interested in seeing what was playing out around me. Between the music and the laughter, I knew it wasn’t anything that would interest me in the least. I could hardly bring myself to smile, much less laugh these days.

      I had royally fucked up, and now I was paying the price. Kaleb was more than pissed at me, and I couldn’t say I blamed the guy. The woman I'd been courting for the last couple of months wouldn’t even answer the phone when I called. And then there was Travis. Quite frankly, I didn’t even allow myself to think about him. Nothing good was going to come out of it if I did.

      The satisfaction of seeing Travis’s stunned expression when he laid eyes on Kylie—his wife for the last ten years—never came to fruition. In fact, the horror of what I had done hit me so hard, I'd buried myself in a bottle of Jack that night, all alone at the monstrous, empty farmhouse. As soon as I managed to sleep off the hangover from hell on an uncomfortably small couch, I had split. For two days, I drove the open road, never having a single destination in mind, but somehow I'd ended up here. In Dallas.

      When my drink was placed in front of me, I mumbled my thanks and wrapped my hands around the cool, clear glass. Without thinking, I quickly downed the liquid, reveling in the burn that lit up my chest and the heat that filled my sinuses. Lifting the empty glass to signal another, I waited patiently for the bartender to return. We played that little game for nearly an hour before I realized I was feeling no pain.

      “You goin’ upstairs tonight?”

      The question pulled me from my drunken stupor, and I looked up to see Kane Steele wavering in front of me, a crisp white towel sliding back and forth across the bar top in front of my face. Wait, maybe Kane wasn’t the one moving. It very well could be me.

      “What’s goin’ on upstairs?” I slurred, not making the connection because the alcohol had seemingly rendered me ignorant. I smiled like a fool as I replayed my words in my head, moving my tongue around inside my mouth because it felt strangely numb.

      “It’s Tuesday.”

      As though that was supposed to mean something to me, I tried to fumble through my booze-soaked brain cells to locate the little tidbit of information that might make sense. No such luck.

      “Playroom?” Kane said with a grin.

      Ahhh. Well, that explained it. Tuesday night.

      “I’d much prefer hangin’ out here with the pretty little bartender,” I slurred.

      There was a growl, and I turned from side to side to see where it came from. When I looked back at Kane, his face barely coming into focus, I realized the sound was coming from him.

      I tilted my head, studying Kane for a moment. So many things were swimming around in my mind, but I finally realized what I'd said. Oh, that’s right. The pretty little bartender was Kane’s woman. Hmmphh. He was a little possessive. He might want to get that checked.

      “I think you’d be better off upstairs,” Kane urged.

      “Shit, why not. What the hell do I have to lose?” I mumbled and pushed my empty glass toward Kane. “One for the road?”

      Kane looked me over as I did my best not to sway in my seat. Right. Like that was working.

      I had no idea whether I was successful, but something must’ve convinced Kane because a few seconds later another glass was put in front of me. It took three attempts, but I finally managed to retrieve enough cash from my wallet to cover my tab and then some. With a nod, I grabbed the glass and made my way to the staircase on the far side.

      Hmmm, the room was a little lopsided.

      The smell of sweaty bodies and alcohol hit my nose at the same time the room tipped some more. I stopped, not wanting to spill my drink, and grabbed the rail of the staircase. Looking up at the doors, I wondered if I'd even be able to enter my code to get in. Shit, I wasn’t even sure I'd remember what the damn thing was by the time I got up there.

      Not having anything better to do, I figured I'd give it a shot. What’s the worst that could happen? I'd take a trip down the stairs? Maybe it would knock some sense into me. Lord knows I needed it.

      Ten painfully long minutes later—hell, it could’ve been an hour, I had no idea—the steel doors were closing behind me, and I was stumbling down the dimly lit hallway, using the wall to assist. Yup, the world was spinning like a top on steroids. It seemed fitting. Everything else was out of control at this point, so why not my ability to maneuver on solid ground?

      When I rounded the corner, keeping the hallway from turning sideways by leaning my cheek against the wall, I noticed three people heading toward me. From this distance and from the booze fogging my eyes, the only thing I could make out was something long and red, and I was fixed on the sight.

      Moving along the wall, doing my best not to spill what was left of my drink … Okay, no need to worry about the drink, I thought as I downed the rest in one gulp before setting the glass on the floor at my feet.

      Fuck. Mistake.

      When the hallway turned abruptly, I dropped to my knees, my legs suddenly too weak to support me. I only hoped the people down the hall paid me no mind. If I could just make it to…

      Shit, where the hell had I been going in the first damn place?

      Okay, so maybe I could sit here for a few minutes, let the tilt-a-whirl slow down first. I'd have a better chance of making it back to my feet that way.

      “Gage?”

      The deep, booming voice was achingly familiar, but I couldn’t place it. Maybe my dreams. Yes, I'd heard the voice in my dreams.

      I glanced up at the form in front of me and smiled. I didn’t know why I was smiling, but I couldn’t seem to help myself.

      “Get up,” the voice demanded.

      “Yeah, that ain’t happenin’,” I slurred. Shit, my lips were numb, too. If only the rest of me would follow suit, I'd be in business.

      A strong hand gripped my bicep and pulled, easily lifting me from the floor. I had to work to get my feet under me, but somehow I managed.

      “Fuck.”

      Yeah, I was thinking the same thing as I tipped sideways, the floor suddenly coming up to high-five my face much faster than I anticipated.
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      Travis

      I managed to catch Gage’s dead weight milliseconds before he face-planted on the tile floor. Every muscle in my body screamed as I tried to hold him up, and then suddenly I had help, the heavy weight lightening considerably.

      Tag had come to assist, steadying Gage’s lax form and helping me maneuver him down the hall. After I fished the keys to my apartment from my pocket, Tag and I eased Gage inside before depositing him on the couch.

      “Looks like tonight’s off, huh?” Tag questioned, but to my surprise he didn’t sound disappointed.

      I nodded, my eyes glued to the man passed out cold on my couch. I wasn’t leaving Gage, so yeah, the night was pretty well shot to hell.

      “I’ll let McKenna know,” Tag said as he was shutting the door behind him.

      “Motherfucker. What the hell have you done?” I kept my voice low, but part of me wished Gage could hear me and would wake up so we could hash this out the way I’d imagined it.

      And I wasn’t thinking about pummeling Gage into the ground any longer.

      I settled for sitting on the edge of the coffee table and staring at Gage as he gave himself over to alcohol-induced dreams. I didn’t envy him. Gage would certainly be hating himself in the morning. Although I was pretty sure, based on how intoxicated he was, he’d been battling his inner demons for a little while and probably wouldn’t feel much worse than he had already.

      Why I sympathized with him, I had no idea.

      I should hate Gage for what he did. I wasn’t happy, that was a given, but looking at him now, his body relaxed, his dark eyelashes fanning out over rugged cheekbones, I felt something else. What, I didn’t know. It wasn’t like I could put names to my emotions, considering I’d spent the better part of my adult life running from exactly that same thing.

      But, for some reason, despite the hell I’d put myself through for so long, seeing Gage threatened something inside of me. Something I wasn’t ready to let go of. The same reaction I’d had to him each time our lips had touched, no matter how briefly.

      I didn’t care that we knew so little about each other, or that Gage seemed compelled to keep himself unavailable by engaging in threesomes with Kaleb and Zoey. There was still a connection there, something that I found myself drawn to. I wanted to experiment, to see if what I felt wasn’t just a figment of my imagination or a reckless attempt to satisfy the part of myself I felt would never be satisfied.

      It wasn’t that I wanted to care about anyone, especially a man I had such a prominent physical attraction to. But ever since the first time we kissed in the Walker Demo office, I found myself thinking about Gage more and more often. I wondered where he was, what he was doing, who he was doing it with. And ever since Gage pulled Kylie into my life, I wondered whether there was a reason. As though I’d been running from this my whole life, and suddenly I had come full circle. Right back where I started from.

      Kylie had been the beginning, and now she was front and center in my life once more, although she didn’t actually know that yet. Suddenly, all those thoughts about Kylie and Gage seemed as though they were real. Almost as though the path I’d been on all these years was finally rounding the curve and I was about to find myself knee-deep in exactly what I’d spent most of my life searching for.

      Was that the plan? Did all this happen for a reason? Were the three of us supposed to cross paths like this?

      Shit. I did not want to get my hopes up, but I couldn’t help but wonder if everything was finally working itself out.

      Only I didn’t think the two people involved would give a shit about what I wanted one way or the other.

      Leaning forward, I gently brushed Gage’s hair back from his face. It was a move I didn’t think myself capable of, but I didn’t want to pull back, either.

      “Damn you, Gage,” I whispered. “What the hell have you got yourself into?”

      “Travis?” Gage’s slurred, barely discernible voice drifted up from the couch, and I held my breath.

      Did he know where he was?

      “You said it would happen again,” Gage continued to mutter, his words running together but still clear. “You fuckin’ promised.”

      Yes, it’s exactly what I’d told him several months before. If I’d had my way, things would’ve progressed a lot further before now. Only I hadn’t been able to get in touch with him. No matter how hard I tried. Not that Gage would ever believe me.

      I got the impression he didn’t think highly of me.

      Convincing him would be harder than I thought. I just wondered whether I had the guts to pursue him.

      Full circle. The words echoed in the back of my mind.

      I closed my eyes, slid the backs of my fingers down Gage’s cheek, before pulling my hand away and sighing.
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