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      She’s Fallen for Him . . .

      

      All her life, Gabriella (Bree) Smith had searched for a home. Now, standing in front of the pearly gates, she is sure she has finally found one. But when no heavenly volunteers step forward to help save a handsome lawyer, Bree gets pushed into the job.

      

      Literally.

      

      Sent back to earth, Bree is determined to return to heaven as quickly as possible. All she has to do is convince the cynical lawyer, Devlin Hunt, that love, miracles—and angels!—really do exist.
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          PUSHED OUT OF PARADISE

        

      

    

    
      “We’re losing her, Doctor.”

      “Call a code blue. Stat.”

      Bree twisted restlessly on the hospital gurney. She needed to get out of there, to go find…

      She struggled to get up, but her muscles wouldn’t obey. The pain in her head increased.

      She looked up at the nurses surrounding her, their worried eyes visible above white masks. Panic increased the constriction in her chest and throat. She couldn’t breathe. She was choking. A chill tingled along her toes and fingers, up her arms and legs. The numbing ache spread to her heart. She moaned.

      She was cold, so cold.

      Blinding light engulfed her. Comforting heat radiated outward from her soul, warming her limbs. Cocooned in the absorbing brightness, Bree drifted up…up…up…
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        * * *

      

      The place was crowded. More crowded than she would have expected for a Wednesday in June. At least it was cool. A misty fog surrounded the people waiting to get in.

      Bree shifted, trying to see the front of the line and her left wing tilted. Overbalancing, she bumped into the man behind her. “Oh, excuse me,” she said.

      “That is quite all right.” Lowering his bald head, he resumed reading the small book he held.

      Probably a Bible, Bree decided. He was even wearing a pastor’s collar, lucky guy. The grandmotherly lady in front of her had on a prim, pink nightgown. Bree glanced down at her own attire and grimaced. What on earth had possessed her to wear her short turquoise skirt, today of all days? And a bright yellow blouse! True, she hadn’t known when she got dressed this morning that she was going to fall down a manhole, but still, with her new white wings she felt…tacky.

      A white outfit would have been nice. Classical, even. She hated being inappropriately dressed, especially for a big occasion like this. After all, this was the last hurrah, the big roundup, the final goodbye. In other words, she’d kicked the bucket. She swallowed, shifting nervously. Her wing smacked the pastor on the head. “Oh. Sorry.”

      He smiled with saintly patience. “Quite all right.”

      Bree faced forward again. What was the holdup here, anyway? Experimentally, she fluttered her wings but, unable to get any lift, had to content herself with jumping up and down on the bouncy cloud beneath her feet. It didn’t help. She couldn’t see farther than a few heads in front of her. Beyond that, everyone faded into the mist.

      She tapped on the feathery gray wing of the elderly woman. The plump little lady turned, her pink nightgown billowing about her. She peered at Bree through round bifocals perched on her nose. “Did you want something, deary?”

      “I was wondering if you know why the line is moving so slowly?”

      “They have to sign everyone in and give them their halos.”

      “Oh,” Bree said. “That would take a while.”

      “Yes, indeedy. And, of course, the test takes time, too.”

      Bree tensed. “The test?”

      “Certainly.” The little lady made a clucking sound, patting Bree’s clasped hands gently. “Don’t look so worried, deary. It’s all just routine.”

      She turned away and Bree stifled a groan, her wings drooping. Great. She’d been afraid of something like this. She’d never done well on tests. They’d probably ask her about the Ten Commandments—stuff like that. Hell, she’d always tried to be good, but she and her mom had moved around too often for Bree to receive much in the way of formal religious training.

      She wasn’t even sure if she knew all the Commandments. She frowned, her wings twitching thoughtfully. Killing was in there somewhere; she hadn’t done that. Then there was that one about adultery. Okay, there, too. Oh! Now she remembered. No swearing. She bit her lip. Damn! She’d lose points there and on the one about lying. What else? She couldn’t remember a thing. Wild thoughts of borrowing the pastor’s Bible for last-minute cramming flashed through her mind. She turned and her wing poked him directly in the eye.

      “Ouch!”

      “Oh. Sorry.”

      He didn’t reply. This time his expression was more martyr than saint, Bree noticed. Maybe borrowing his Bible wasn’t such a good idea, after all.

      She didn’t have time, anyway. A low murmur of excitement rippled down the line and a white-robed figure suddenly appeared next to her. The guy looked nice. She couldn’t tell how old he was but he had a young-looking face, dominated by ageless eyes. Kind eyes. He looked as if he knew all there was to know about mankind, and had learned to expect the best. A golden ring floated over his curly gray hair.

      “Greetings,” he said. “My name is Bud.”

      “Greetings to you, Bud,” the pastor and the grandmother responded in unison. The other people in line faded into the mist.

      The grandmother elbowed Bree in the ribs. “Yes, uh, greetings, Bud,” Bree said hastily.

      Bud smiled. “I have come to make a request. There’s a man down there who’s wandered into The Pit. Will one of you go down and help him?”

      “His name isn’t Herbert Smith, is it?” Bree asked hesitantly. When he shook his head, she sighed with relief.

      “Any volunteers?” Bud prompted. His warm eyes studied each of them in turn. Bree avoided his gaze, looking down at the toes of her high heels, half-hidden by the mist. The Pit, huh? She shivered. Well, she certainly wasn’t going to volunteer. Heaven knew how she’d manage to get a stranger out of that place.

      Besides, now that she was here, she didn’t want to leave. She’d been on her way to find Uncle Herb, but he’d understand. She liked it up here. This felt like a place she’d been searching for ever since she was a child. It felt safe. Secure.

      It felt like…home.

      The grandmotherly lady must have felt the same. She said, “But we’ve been waiting such a long time.”

      “You’ll be gone less than two weeks,” Bud promised. “When you return you’ll go directly to the head of the line.”

      The guy down there must be a real loser if saving him earned that kind of preferential treatment, Bree thought.

      Bud added, “Someone with a lot of patience and self-control is needed. And love, of course. Love is always the answer.”

      Bree sighed with relief. That definitely let her out. What did she know about love?

      The pastor, however, was nodding in solemn agreement with Bud’s statement. Marking his place in his book with a bony finger, he looked up and cleared his throat. “I have experience with the frailties of men. Who is this man and what is his profession?” he asked, a concerned yet confident expression on his long face.

      “His name is Devlin Hunt.” Bud hesitated. “He’s a lawyer.”

      A lawyer. Bree wrinkled her nose. That explained a lot.

      The grandmother wore a worried frown. Even the pastor lost his look of confidence. Bree stared at her shoes again.

      The silence turned awkward. “If you are willing to volunteer, please step forward,” Bud said finally.

      No one moved.

      He added in a gentle tone, “The matter is urgent. One of you must go down.”

      She should have expected it. After all, it wouldn’t be the first time she’d been made the fall guy. Bree barely caught the glance that flashed between the pastor and the grandmother before two hands pushed her discreetly from behind. She stumbled forward.

      Bud’s face glowed with his radiant smile. “How kind of you, Gabriella, to volunteer.”

      Damn!

      “Oh, and Gabriella…”

      She looked up hopefully. Was he going to change his mind?

      “Watch the swearing.”

      Her wings disappeared. Surprised at the sudden absence of weight, Bree lost her footing. She stepped backward. A gentle breeze flowed past. For a brief instant, she teetered on the edge of the cloud.

      Then she fell…

      down…

      down…

      down.
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            INTO THE PIT

          

        

      

    

    
      The place was crowded. More crowded than he would have expected for a Wednesday in June. Damn, it was hot. A stale haze of greasy smoke surrounded the figures scattered in the dimness, making the heat even more stifling.

      Yanking off his blue tie, Devlin threw it on the chair next to him and undid another button on his white shirt. At the best of times he had a hard time achieving the polished appearance favored by his law firm. His face was too craggy to be called handsome, his broad shoulders ruined the lines of his expensive suits. Now, slouched in his seat with his sleeves rolled up, his shirt hanging open and afternoon stubble shadowing his face, he knew he looked like hell. Frankly, he didn’t give a damn.

      No one knew him in The Pit; he’d never been here before. This place wasn’t like the trendy bar he usually frequented. He went to La Cafe for business reasons; he’d stopped in this dive on an impulse—motivated primarily by the desire to avoid James Putman and his daughter.

      Tonight he didn’t have the patience to sit in La Cafe’s sterile lounge, listening to his boss or Cecilia try to persuade him to take on the Adamson case. Cecilia especially would urge him to accept it. Ever since they’d begun dating, she’d been pressuring him to quit handling “those worthless” pro bono cases and to concentrate on the wealthy clients. “Put your energy where the money is, Devlin. That way at least you’ll have a quarter million to console you if you lose,” she told him patiently time after time.

      She was right, no doubt about it. So what if he didn’t think the Adamsons had a case worth bothering about? He’d still make money. Since he’d joined the firm of Putman, Collens and Angier just over a year ago, he always made plenty of money. But when was the last time he’d felt good about it?

      A familiar emptiness grew in his chest. He shook off the feeling. Burnout, that’s all it was. He’d better learn to control it. After all, if he burned out at thirty-four, what could he expect at forty?

      His mouth twisted wryly at the thought. Draining his glass, he set it down and signaled the waitress. Weaving expertly between the tables, she paused at his side. “Bring me another,” he ordered.

      “Don’t you think you’ve had enough, sugar?”

      He glanced up in mild surprise. Underneath a layer or two of makeup the waitress had a young face, dominated by ageless eyes. Cynical eyes. She looked as if she knew all there was to know about men, and had learned to expect the worst.

      His eyebrows drew together. The last thing he needed was another interfering woman in his life, telling him what to do. “You heard me.”

      She shrugged. “Okay, another whiskey on the rocks.” She walked off.

      The surge of annoyance Dev felt barely abated when she set the drink in front of him, picked up his empty, and wandered away again. He wasn’t answerable to anyone. Not until his engagement to Cecilia in ten days anyway.

      The thought caused him to frown. Searching for a distraction, he looked up and his gaze locked with the challenging stare of a biker across the room. The man turned away.

      Disappointed, Dev picked up his drink. He was in the mood for a brawl. The last time he’d felt so much angry frustration roiling inside him, his mother had just died and he’d been a teenager living with his father for the first time. He’d gotten into plenty of brawls in those days, rebelling against his successful father, before he’d developed the iron control needed to keep his emotions in check.

      Tonight that control felt shaky. He took a swallow of whiskey as he glanced around. Well, if he wanted a fight, this was the place to find one. Yeah, The Pit was a regular neighborhood bar—if the neighborhood happened to be just south of purgatory. At one end of the room, two greasy bikers were throwing darts while at the other, a hairy gorilla worked real hard to pick up a busty blonde in skintight scarlet spandex, who milked his interest by ordering drink after drink. The gang around the pool table played with grim determination, and the angel in the doorway⁠—

      Dev choked. Still coughing, he wiped his watering eyes and looked again. Damn, the drinks had to be stronger than he’d realized. There was an angel in the doorway. Dressed entirely in white, she had small fluttery wings at her shoulders and sandals on her feet. Backlit by the afternoon sun, her face was in shadow but her red-gold curls glinted like a halo of light.

      She entered the bar and the angelic impression faded, dispelled by her strolling, leggy stride. Dev’s eyes narrowed in appreciation. His angel was certainly all woman. She moved with an earthy sensuality that drew a man’s eyes from her high breasts down to her gently swaying hips. She wasn’t especially tall, but her legs were long and slim, with beautifully shaped calves and nice neat ankles. Compared to the occupants of the dingy bar, she was like a breath of fresh air.

      Adjusting the white purse under her arm, she paused under a bare bulb in the ceiling and he realized the small “wings” at her shoulders were actually fluttery sleeves. Part of her dress. The dress had a high neckline and looked conservative—until she turned around. Dev pursed his lips in a silent whistle. Backless, the garment exposed a sleek, tanned expanse of smooth skin all the way down past her waist.

      Standing on tiptoe, she leaned across the scarred oak bar to talk with the wizened bartender. The dress tightened across her hips, outlining her rounded fanny. Dev groaned. Who in the hell was she? And what was she doing in a place like this? This wasn’t the kind of bar women hung out with their friends in.

      The bartender shook his bald head and the angel turned to King Kong. He didn’t give her the answer she wanted, either, because she walked away. The ape rose as if he wanted to follow, but the blonde in spandex dissuaded him by putting her hand on his thigh and he sank back onto his bar stool.

      Dev glanced at the angel. She was surveying the room, studying one man after another. What on earth was she doing? By the pool table, a brawny guy with a shaved head covered by tattoos stared fixedly at her, licking his lips.

      The dart throwers, Scar-face and Red Bandanna, stopped playing to check her out. More men began to notice her. Was she trying to incite a riot? What kind of woman came into a bar like this and stood around practically begging to be picked up?

      A hooker, he realized suddenly. She had to be a prostitute.

      He would have realized it immediately if her white dress and innocent expression hadn’t thrown him off for a minute. That, plus the fact that the prostitutes he’d glimpsed roaming this area of town weren’t usually dressed so subtly, with so much class. She must be accustomed to dealing with a different clientele. He looked at the men in the smoke-filled room. Very different. He doubted anyone in the bar could even meet her price. Except him, of course. If he wanted to.

      But he didn’t want to. He took another drink. He’d never paid for a woman before. He had no intention of starting now.

      Still, she was tempting… Yeah, she certainly was tempting. He eyed her over the rim of his glass. That aloof expression and come-hither walk had an incendiary effect on a man.

      She scanned the room again and her gaze brushed past him. Dev shifted, feeling an unexpected flush of warmth. She seemed to be…glowing. She glanced at him a second time and he sucked in a breath. Her eyes were blue—a clear celestial blue, noticeable even in the dim light of the room. Welcoming eyes that promised a man heaven.

      He suddenly had a strange feeling of familiarity, as if he knew this woman—had been waiting for her. Something about her tugged at him and he resisted the urge to walk over and claim her before some other man did.

      He caught her gaze. The desire he felt must have been evident in his expression, because her eyes widened in alarm and her mouth formed a soundless “O.” Quickly, she broke eye contact, looking at the gang around the pool table.

      Dev frowned. If she was a prostitute, then why hadn’t she approached him? She had to have seen the effect she had on him. His frown eased into a cynical smile. Of course. By not appearing too eager, by keeping just out of reach, she made the prize all the sweeter. She was stoking his interest, teasing him by working the room.

      Too bad she was wasting her time.

      She looked his way again, careful not to meet his eyes as she checked out the expensive, if rumpled, Armani jacket draped over his chair. He sipped his drink, knowing his Rolex watch was visible. She must have seen it because she started toward him.

      Dev’s eyelids drooped half-shut as he savored her sexy walk that made a man forget everything except how those hips would feel undulating beneath him in bed. With an effort, he pulled his gaze from her hips and breasts and up to meet her eyes as she paused by his table.

      “Hello,” she said.

      “Hello to you.” His voice sounded raspy, and he cleared his throat. Not even when he’d been a teenager had he felt sexual anticipation pulsing through him at such a furious rate.

      “I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m looking for someone. A lawyer.”

      He marveled at the shy reluctance she managed to inject in her voice. Damn, she was good. How had she guessed what he did? “A lawyer,” he repeated.

      She nodded.

      “You in trouble with the law?”

      “No, I’m⁠—”

      “Done something you shouldn’t?”

      Her slim eyebrows drew together. “It’s not that. I’m looking for a man⁠—”

      “A man. I see. You don’t need a lawyer, you need a man.” He set down his drink. Their gazes locked. He opened his mouth to tell her to move on, when to his amazement he heard himself say, “You’ve found him.”

      Her eyebrows lifted questioningly. “I have?”

      He hesitated. He wasn’t going to get involved with her. Those words had just popped out of his mouth. Still, he gave a short nod.

      She continued to eye him, her expression skeptical. “And who have I found?”

      “Me. Devlin Hunt.” Shaking his head, he tried to clear his odd dizziness.

      “You’re Devlin Hunt?” Her mouth dropped open and then snapped shut. Looking stunned, she sank onto the chair next to him.

      Her reaction didn’t surprise him. He was accustomed to people recognizing his name. He leaned toward her. Rising above the stench of stale beer and greasy fried food, her perfume drifted light and airy, enhancing the scent of sweet-smelling woman underneath. Damn, she smelled nice. He inhaled deeply and his dizziness increased. Briefly, he found himself regretting the whiskey. With a woman like this, he’d prefer to have all his senses keenly alert instead of blunted by alcohol. He took a deep breath. “What perfume are you wearing?”

      “Heaven Sent,” she replied absently. “I found it online. Look, Mr. Hunt. I know it must seem odd, my approaching you like this⁠—”

      “It doesn’t.” Which was strange, he realized hazily. Things were moving out of control. He felt powerless to resist her—and with each passing second, more unwilling to even try.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “It doesn’t seem odd.” And it no longer did. It felt inevitable. Of course a beautiful woman like her would hit on the richest man in the place. “Coincidences happen all the time,” he added sardonically.

      Her eyes warmed, and she smiled. “So do miracles.”

      He frowned, confused by the comment, but before he could question her, she added, “You’re right, of course. It’s just so unbelievable to me that I’d find you so quickly. But I’m still new to the business.” She shot him a quizzical look. “You’re so matter-of-fact about it. I guess you’ve been helped before?”

      “Never by anyone as pretty as you,” he temporized.

      She blushed. She actually blushed. Hell, she wasn’t good—she was great. Hooking his foot around the leg of her chair, Dev dragged her closer. “I’m glad you chose me,” he admitted huskily.

      She relaxed, leaning back a little in her seat. “Well, to be honest, I didn’t exactly choose you. I was kind of pushed into it.” She shook her head. “At first, I thought it would be impossible to even find you. Then, I had this strange feeling that if I searched through Los Angeles…”

      She continued talking but Dev quit listening, distracted by the shape of her mouth. A Cupid’s bow, that’s what they called it. Small and kissable. Her lipstick must have worn off. Her lips were a natural rose, her teeth gleamed pearly white. Like her eyes, her teeth seemed to sparkle as she talked. Dev’s gaze roved lazily over her. Everything about her sparkled. Even her skin. Unlike most redheads, her skin was lightly tanned and glowing. The only freckles she had were tiny gold ones sprinkled like angel dust across her small nose.

      “I’m not precisely sure how to go about this…”

      In his estimation, she was doing fine, wearing that earnest expression as she chattered on. A curl fell across her forehead and she brushed it back. Dev smiled. He liked her hair. Usually, redheads weren’t his thing, but her hair color suited her, shining in the dingy light with a combination of gold, silver and red. She probably paid a fortune to get that mix of shades. It looked so touchable. Those willful curls practically begged a man to wrap them around his finger. Giving in to temptation, Dev did so, catching a ringlet.

      She paused. “Mr. Hunt⁠—”

      “Dev,” he corrected. Just as he’d thought, her hair twined around his finger, softly clinging and inviting. Slowly, he drew his hand away and the curl bounced back in place near the delicate skin of her temple. He reached for another strand.

      She caught his hand. “Mr. Hunt—Devlin. Have you been listening to anything I’ve been saying?”

      “Sure I have.” Over her shoulder, Dev saw Scar-face staring at them. He glared and the man turned away. Dev stared down a couple others before looking back at his angel. Her suspicious blue gaze met his, searching his face. He assumed the sincere, intent expression he’d perfected during his first year of law school. Reversing their hold, he wrapped his hand around her cool one, saying, “Please continue.”

      Mollified, she did so and Dev carefully maintained his interested expression, letting her words flow over him while he concentrated on more important issues. Like the feel of her hand in his. She had slender fingers, supple and graceful. Unlike most women he knew, her nails weren’t long, tapered talons but were shaped into small ovals and painted a demure pink.

      “When I realized where I was…”

      Keeping his eyes on her face, he brushed his thumb firmly over the mound of hers and into the sensitive center of her palm. He hid his satisfaction as her hand warmed in his. He repeated the caress. Again. And again. Soon a faint mist of perspiration moistened her skin. She was so responsive. The desire in his gut burned hotter.

      He moved his thumb higher, stroking the tiny blue veins in her wrist. He felt her pulse leap. Her voice faltered. She pulled her hand away.

      “I don’t think you’re listening to me.”

      She pressed her soft lips together in a firm line and her eyes darkened with anger. Dev didn’t bother trying to deny the charge, but instead distracted her by going on the offensive. “Let’s cut to the chase, angel. Are you coming home with me or not?”

      The anger in her expression faded, replaced by surprise. “Is that necessary? I thought we could just spend a little time together.”

      “No way.” He sat back, his jaw hardening. He wasn’t budging on the issue. Instinctively, he knew a “little time” wasn’t going to satisfy him. He wasn’t interested in a quickie. With her, he planned to indulge himself exploring her warm, glowing body all night long. Preferably not just one night, either. “I have only ten days left, and I plan to make the most of them.”

      Her eyes widened in shock. “Ten days! That’s all?”

      He nodded, grimly determined to be honest. His impending betrothal to Cecilia might be purely a business arrangement, but once engaged and committed, he planned to be faithful. “If you’re expecting a long-term relationship, you might as well know right now it’s not in the cards.”

      “Oh, I didn’t expect a long relationship, exactly. Or any relationship at all, for that matter. I’m just here to do a job. But I didn’t realize…” Her expression softened, and she touched his hand. “Don’t worry. Ten days will be plenty of time.”

      Dev wasn’t so sure. With just a touch, she was making him burn. Any more and he’d probably go up in flames. His mouth went dry at the thought. “So you’ll come with me?”

      She frowned, but before she could answer, a movement behind her caught Dev’s eye. He stared past her shoulder at the guy with the tattoos. The man slouched back in his seat, tapping his pool cue in the palm of his hand, his gaze never wavering from Dev’s. Thirty minutes earlier, Dev would have welcomed the diversion of a fight. Now his priorities had changed to getting his angel out of the bar—and into his bed—as quickly as possible.

      He stood up—and immediately regretted his action. He swayed, his head swimming. Had the bartender spiked his drinks? Damn it, this was no time to be incapacitated—especially since his abrupt movement had attracted the attention of others in The Pit. Like jackals drawn by the scent of blood, they seemed to sense his weakness and began circling for the kill.

      He decided the angel had just lost the option of deciding whether to come with him or not. Handing her his keys, he took her arm, lifting her gently to her feet. “Walk fast and stay by me,” he ordered, watching Tattoo from the corner of his eye. “If there’s trouble, get out of here and head to my car—the black Ferrari. Jump in, start it and I’ll join you as soon as possible.”

      She pulled her arm away, looking at him in bewilderment. “Trouble? Why should there be trouble?”

      “Over you.”

      “Me!”

      “Yeah, you.” She stared up at him and he said grimly, “What else did you expect, coming into a place like this alone? The guy with the cow skull tattooed on his forehead has been checking you out since you came in.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” Her conviction was shaken, however, by the certainty in his voice. She peered at the man over her shoulder. He smiled widely, displaying discolored buck teeth. The tattoo made it seem as if he had an extra pair of eyes and she looked hastily away. “Okay, maybe he has gotten the wrong idea.”

      “The wrong idea? He’s practically salivating.”

      “There’s still no need to fight. Someone might get hurt.”

      “Don’t worry.” Dev smiled, pleased with her concern. “I can take care of myself.”

      “I know that. I meant him. He looks a little worried to me.” She tugged on Dev’s sleeve. “Stop frowning at him. You’re scaring the guy.”

      Stunned, Dev turned his glare on her. “Get real. The guy’s a brawler.”

      “Because he has a few tattoos? All those prove is he isn’t afraid of needles,” she replied with perfect logic. “Now leave him alone. The way you’re glaring at him, anyone would be nervous.” She gathered up her purse and his abandoned coat and tie.

      Shaking his head, Dev turned his attention back to Tattoo. His eyes narrowed. “Sorry to disappoint you, honey, but there’s definitely going to be trouble.”

      She didn’t even bother to glance around. Tattoo leaned forward, his challenging stare locked with Dev’s. Dev took a step in his direction and stopped…watching with amazement as Tattoo’s beer mug suddenly tipped.

      Yelping, Tattoo lunged to his feet. He stood there, the crotch of his jeans saturated by a dark, spreading stain. The men around the pool table fell silent.

      Then someone snickered. Tattoo turned. Swinging his cue like a baseball bat, he cracked the stick against the man’s face. Chair legs scraped on the wooden floor. Chaos erupted as men leaped into the battle.

      Dev’s grip tightened on her arm. “Hell. Let’s go. The exit’s this way.”

      He hustled her toward the door. Halfway there, King Kong stepped into their path. His small black eyes fastened on the angel and he smiled, displaying sharp incisors that increased his resemblance to an ape.

      Dev’s muscles bunched in anticipation and a familiar surge of adrenaline pumped through his veins. Kong was big, with overdeveloped muscles along his back and arms that forced his posture into a permanent hulking position. Dev had no doubt that in a contest of brute strength, Kong would win. Luckily, winning bar battles didn’t depend on strength, but on pure meanness. And the thought of the ape-man touching the woman beside him made Dev feel damn mean.

      Kong’s hairy paw reached out. Obviously, he’d lost his blonde and decided he had a taste for redheads. Dev thrust Bree behind him, out of the way, and Kong’s beady gaze shifted his way. Balancing on the balls of his feet, Dev waited for the man’s next move. Kong lifted a massive fist. Dev’s mouth curled in a feral smile.

      Then Kong’s eyes squeezed shut. His mouth gaped open, emitting a blast of fetid breath. “Aaah… Aaah… Aaah…”

      Dev’s smile faded. Behind him, he felt the woman tugging on his shirt as she tried to peek over his shoulder. Quickly, he crowded her back.

      “Choo!”

      Kong sniffed. Dev waited. Kong exploded into more sneezes. “Aaah-choo! Aaah-choo! Aaah-choo!”

      Dev caught her wrist and pulled her forward. Keeping a wary eye on the helpless ape, he led her around broken glass and puddles of beer until they reached the exit.

      In the doorway, Bree looked back. Beer mugs, bottles and chairs flew around the room. The waitresses crouched behind the bar while the men grappled and pounded one another. In the midst of the melee stood the ape-man, doubled over by the unceasing sneezes convulsing his body.

      “Da—darn.” She bit her lip. “This is terrible. I have to do something. I don’t think I should leave right now.”

      She tried to jerk away, but Dev’s hold on her wrist didn’t loosen. “Come on,” he said grimly.

      She barely managed to call out, “Bless you!” before he yanked her out the door.
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