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CHAPTER 1


Declan

 

There’s nothing better than hot pussy at thirty-seven thousand feet.

To be clear, I’m a fan of hot pussy at any altitude. But life is never sweeter than when I’m cruising above the clouds with my jet’s GPS engaged, the autopilot tracking, the engine humming, and a beautiful woman moaning as I plunge deep inside her.

Nothing else even comes close.

I glance at the woman in the copilot chair next to me and sigh with resignation. That kind of crazy shit is behind me. No more mid-flight juicy snacks for this guy—I’ve got way too much on the line these days. I can’t afford to be caught with my pants down during a frequency changeover radio check from the tower.

Again.

I’d rather keep my pilot’s license.

This means that hot pussy will have to wait until we land in Maui, in about four hours and two minutes. That’s if the weather remains clear and the headwinds stay steady, or about eleven a.m., Hawaii time.

Bryttni swings her long, strawberry-blond hair behind her shoulder and leans forward in her low-cut top. I watch as she examines the high-res LCD screens of the main control panel.

Her shiny lips open as she concentrates. Then she looks out the window at the choppy surface of the Pacific Ocean and back to the control panel.

“So many lights and buttons!” Bryttni straightens in the chair and frowns at me. She has a spectacular cleavage. I think I see the outline of a nipple. “How do you even know which knobs do which kind of thing? Or what colors mean good news and what mean bad news? Do you ever get totally confused?”

I’ve just been reminded why I need to get Bryttni naked and distracted. It’s that voice. Bryttni’s a very nice young woman. She seems legitimately kind. But when the girl speaks…

It’s painful. Like someone’s just jabbed a letter opener through my ear canal and into my brain stem. Her voice is a cross between a screech owl and a catfight. The sound skitters up my back and makes me shudder.

Chatting through our cockpit headsets only adds to the nails-on-chalkboard effect.

But I grin at her. She grins back.

So, I decide to forget about her voice and focus on more important things. Like her double Ds, the legs that go on for days, and ass cheeks that could pop a champagne cork. Her face is cute, too. And her smile’s sincere.

“I realize we’re just starting to get to know one another,” I tell Bryttni, wiggling a raised eyebrow. “But rest assured that I’m an expert with buttons and knobs, highly skilled in understanding what each one does and how to turn it on. And I plan to go above and beyond so that only good-news lights flash for you and me—over and over and over again—if you’re up for it.”

Her mouth slackens again. I can almost see the cogs of her brain spin as she tries to decide what I mean by all that. Bryttni isn’t the quickest plane on the tarmac, but I can look past this, too. She’s a twenty-something hottie I met in an ice cream shop in Reno. She gave me a free scoop of rocky road.

I gave her my number. Within minutes we were planning this trip. She’s a woman after my own heart.

She slaps my arm. “Buttons! Ha, ha! Funny!”

She squirms in her seat and giggles for a solid two minutes. I must admit that her laugh is way better than her voice. Less cat-adjacent. And when she comes up for air, she bats her fake eyelashes at me, puckers her lips, and then asks, “Want to know what I think?”

“Absolutely.”

“I think you’re a very, very bad boy, Declan McCall. And I love bad boys. Are you a bad boy?”

Unfortunately, what should have been some top-shelf sexy banter just hit my auditory nerve endings like a sledgehammer. Plus, my name is MacLaine, not McCall, but I refuse to ruin this vibe. So I nod and say, “Bad to the bone, babe.”

That sets her off giggling again.

At least I know where we stand and where we’ll be gettin’ this party started. A woman after my own heart, indeed.

Maybe Bryttni and I are meant to be. I’ve always preferred women who prefer bad boys. It’s what I am, what I’ve always been, and what I’ll forever be.

I’m damn good at bad.

We’re continuing our southwest heading at thirty-seven thousand feet with a speed of four hundred knots when the radio crackles to life. I hear my call sign, Phenom six-niner-Whiskey-Tango-Foxtrot. The Oakland Center controller gives me updated vectors due to air traffic detected on radar.

“Roger that, Oakland Center,” I respond, adjusting the GPS and confirming their instructions. “Climbing up to and then maintaining three-niner-zero, and right to two-niner-zero, resume own-nav in four minutes, Phenom six-niner-Whiskey-Tango-Foxtrot.”

I end my exchange with the tower and turn to find that Bryttni’s eyes have popped wide with wonder. She sweeps her tongue across her bottom lip. “All that pilot talk is superhot. I like it when you talk like that. Can you say something else a pilot might say?”

“Sure.” I double-check that my radio isn’t live because this is the kind of bullshit that turns a pilot into a legend, and not in a good way.

I tell Bryttni all about some of my favorite toys. I start with my Bell Long Ranger helicopter, which features a C30 engine, a rotor diameter of thirty-three feet and four inches, room for five passengers and a pilot, a double wire-strike system, skid floats for emergency water landings, and a maximum air speed of 110 to 120 knots.

“It’s fully kitted out for rescue operations,” I add. “In fact, I just rescued one of my brothers and his girlfriend a few days ago. They got caught in the blizzard.”

“No shit! You’re a hero, Declan!”

“Stop. You’re making me blush.”

Next, I tell her about my vintage World War II–era Navy seaplane and my super-rare 1948 single-engine Aeronca Chief taildragger. But I notice her eyes have started to glaze over. I recognize the look because it happens to all my brothers when I talk about aviation history.

I decide to pivot.

“And of course, we’re sitting in the epitome of single-pilot private luxury jets.” I reach over and gently rest my palm on her bare thigh. It may be New Year’s Eve in the Sierra Nevadas, but she was thoughtful enough to wear a miniskirt for our flight to paradise.

I don’t bore her with all the specs of this sleek, single-engine sex kitten of a private jet. I just focus on the fact that less than six hundred of the Embraer Phenom 300s have been made. Why I chose it. What it’s capable of. Where I’ve flown it and how I trained to be a pilot in the Navy.

That last part catches her attention. It usually does.

“Like Tom Cruise?”

I smile mysteriously, because the answer is no.

I wasn’t a Top Gun fighter pilot. I wasn’t any kind of fighter pilot. I either flew transport planes or helicopters, and usually in support of top secret Special Forces insertions and extractions in the cover of darkness, the kind of crazy shit that rarely gets acknowledged in the light of day.

But Bryttni doesn’t want to hear that. She’d rather see me as Tom Cruise. And what kind of asshole would I be to disappoint her with cumbersome facts?

It’s true. This is not my first mid-air seduction. And I’ve learned two things. One is that even women who don’t care about planes start to care about planes with the right guidance. Two is that any man who can conquer the skies can conquer a woman.

I verify the autopilot settings and squeeze out of my seat so that I can stretch, which is impossible, since my six-foot-five frame barely fits in the cockpit when I’m sitting, let alone when trying to lift my arms overhead. I unsnap Bryttni’s seat belt and offer her my hand.

“Is this safe?” she asks, as I stoop and pull her out into the main cabin. “Nobody’s flying the plane.”

“I’m flying the plane, sweetheart. I’m so good that I can fly it with my mind.”

Her eyes grow wide. I can just make out the green color of her irises from behind the long, thick eyelashes glued to her lids. “Like a Jedi?” she breathes. Her voice almost sounds seductive when she whispers in awe like that.

Note to self—make sure Bryttni experiences a steady stream of awe on this trip.

“Just a pilot,” I tell her.

“A hot pilot.”

“I’m glad you think so.”

The truth is, I’m also a rancher, a tech wizard, and a former Navy SEAL. But I don’t mention any of that. I get the impression that Bryttni is happy with a one-dimensional hot pilot.

But it makes me wonder. With all the ways I could define myself these days, is pilot even at the top anymore? Especially with the success of StellaR Tech. A few years ago, I could not have imagined that the cyber-surveillance technology my older brother Finn and I created would become a billion-dollar business, with the help of my other brothers, Cal, Evander, and Special K.

I slip an arm around Bryttni’s waist, then palm her ass and tug her close. She giggles when she feels my hard-on press against her belly and raises her face to mine for a kiss. I feel her fingers unbuckle my belt. Unzip my fly. She’s shoving my pants to my knees.

Fine. Maybe if I stay within arm’s reach of the radio…

“I’m about to hurl!”

I spin around. Summer Stevens sways in the center aisle, grabbing on to the back of a leather passenger seat for balance.

“Summer? What the fucking hell are you doing on my plane?”

My best friend slaps her free hand over her mouth and lurches forward. She points at Bryttni.

“Huuumm-ammt?” she asks.

Bryttni crosses her arms under her double Ds and frowns. “Who am I? Who are you?” 

 



CHAPTER 2


Summer

 

I hate flying. What’s the purpose of defying gravity when there’s perfectly good ground wrapped around the planet like a snuggly blanket? Especially since some of that ground is covered in grass, trees, mountains, lakes, and rivers.

We humans have options. We can walk, run, ride, swim—even snowboard if the urge to do something truly stupid strikes—and it’s all good. So there’s absolutely no sane reason for anyone to fly.

Yet here I am, up in the air and concluding that my plan isn’t working all that great. It sounded simple enough when I came up with it. I’d stow away in Declan’s jet. The jet would take off. I’d walk up the aisle to the cockpit where I’d announce to him that I was hijacking the plane and forcing him to turn around and land in Las Vegas so that we could prevent a disaster from happening.

Evander and Phoebe can’t be allowed to elope.

But when the jet leveled off in the air and I tried to walk up the aisle, a wave of nausea and dizziness slammed into me. I figured it would go away if I lay down for a moment, so I pulled out the sleeper sofa in the back.

No bueno.

And now we’ve been flying for well over a half hour. I think I see the ocean down there, but it makes me even sicker to look. I can’t hold it any longer. The only bathroom is near the cockpit and that’s where I’m headed, no matter if I have to crawl.

It’s all my fault. I ate a leftover Philly cheesesteak on my drive to the airport, and the thing is hankering for revenge.

I can’t believe I was forced to get in this tin can in the first place! But somebody has to take care of business. Declan is perfectly capable of handling this alone, of course, but he isn’t doing it.

He’s the kind of guy who gets easily distracted and forgets basic things, like how his brother Evander and our neighbor Phoebe—the sweetest and kindest woman any of us have ever known—simply cannot get married without us!

Somebody’s got to man up in this scenario. That woman is me.

Declan and I both know what Evander’s up to. We stood right next to him when he said that elopements have become so popular because of nosy families. And he said this at Finn and Emma’s wedding while staring at Phoebe in a red velvet, floor-length gown with a slit all the way up to her thigh.

Lordy.

Men.

So, of course they’re eloping! Of course that’s why they’re nowhere to be found on New Year’s Eve! They went to Vegas to elope!

Declan is a MacLaine, through and through. And if I’ve learned anything in all my years working with the MacLaines of Yosemite Ranch, it’s this: family always comes first. No MacLaine would ever be allowed to get married without an audience.

And so that’s why I find myself standing in the middle of the aisle watching Declan feel up some girl in a miniskirt while she yanks his pants down to his knees.

Typical Declan. Focused on getting his rocks off instead of...

Judgement will have to wait.

“I’m going to hurl!” I yell.

Declan recovers from the shock of seeing me and nearly falls on his face as he moves in my direction. He points over his shoulder and barks orders. “Lavatory! Summer, do not vomit in my beautiful jet. Do you hear me? You are not going to—oh shit.”

I’m a split second from freeing the cheesesteak. I’ll never make it past Billie Eyelash over there to reach the bathroom. I press my hand hard against my mouth, willing myself not to throw up, while Declan kicks off his pants and grabs me. He lifts me up into his arms, spins around, barks for his girlfriend to move aside, and opens the lavatory door. I hear the clank of a toilet seat.

“There,” Declan says, setting me down. “Throw up there. Nowhere else.”

I grab the sides of the toilet and scream, “Eat a bag of dicks, Declan! You could be a little more—”

And then I puke. Up goes the Philly cheesesteak and down goes my face near the toilet water.

I mostly hit my target, though there is a bit of splashing that makes it to Declan’s hipster high-tops.

I feel bad, but the guilt passes as soon as I twist my face around and get a load of his reaction. He’s really pissed off at me, not at all concerned about my welfare. He’s only concerned about himself.

“You threw up on me.”

I moan, waiting a moment to see if I’m going to do it again. I don’t. In fact, I feel much better already. I flush and stand up. “Holy crap. I feel a million times better. I almost don’t hate flying now.”

“You puked on me, Summer,” Declan whispers. He grabs a thick paper towel, wets it, and leans down to wipe off the tops of his shoes. Then he straightens, staring into the mirror as he gets a fresh towel, dampens it, and starts dabbing at his black T-shirt.

“It’s just your shoes and shirt,” I say, catching his eyes in the mirror. I grab my own towel, wet it, and wipe off my face. I hone in on the sink, pushing him aside with my hip so that I can rinse out my mouth. When I straighten, he’s still staring at me in the mirror. 

“That shirt’s too tight, anyway, Declan. You look like you’re about to pull an Incredible Hulk.”

That’s no lie, either. It’s so close-fitting that I can see every bulky curve and edge of his wide chest and even the outline of his washboard abs. The man’s got a lot of individual muscles in his pack. I’ve seen a total of eight, because I’ve seen him damn near naked on more than one occasion. Working. Riding. Swimming in one of the ranch’s two lakes or soaking in its hot springs.

But I refuse to look at his boxer briefs. I won’t even think about them. Or how tight they are. Or what I saw when he spun around in surprise a moment ago. I won’t go there.

I just can’t.

Declan rounds on me and lowers his face so that it’s no more than two inches from mine. In the lavatory light, his eyes look otherworldly, like the violet of deep space. “It’s not tight,” he whispers. “It’s fitted. I happen to like the way it looks. At least I did, before you upchucked on it.”

I shrug and squeeze past him so that I can stand in the aisle again and catch my breath. It was too close in there with Declan and his anger, his eyes, his muscles, and the boxer briefs that look like they were spray-painted over his bulging package.

He’s right behind me. “Tell me what you’re doing in my jet, Summer.”

“We’re going to stop the wedding.”

He shuts his eyes and slowly shakes his head. “Do you not see that I am on a damned date?”

“Is that why you’re not wearing any pants?”

He opens his eyes. I can see that he’s trying not to smile. And failing. And I’m failing too.

This is the frustrating thing about Declan. He’s permanently sixteen years old, and we’ve been in the friend zone for way over a decade now. No wiggle room for anything more and no benefits of any kind. I’ve worked for his family since I was a teenager. All that said, I can’t deny that he’s hotter than high noon in Death Valley.

No, that’s not exactly right. I can deny it and I do, all day long, and to anyone who even makes the slightest snarky comment about Declan and me. But I can’t lie to myself, no matter how hard I try.

We’ve always had this thing—with a glance, we know what the other is thinking. We can crack each other up without a word. He’s my best friend. I like him. I love him. Like a brother or a cousin or… okay, that’s total bullshit and I know it.

But whatever he is to me and however I feel about him, it doesn’t matter, because he’s off-limits.

“Many men don’t wear pants on dates,” Declan says, one corner of his mouth hitching up. “You should try it sometime, Summer.”

Just then, his date du jour steps from the cockpit where she’s been hiding. I generally try not to judge people by their exteriors, but she’s an interesting choice, even for Declan. She’s dressed like a Coachella reject. Enormous knockers are on full display in her transparent top and push-up bra. Frayed denim miniskirt. Four-inch heels. Fake extensions everywhere—lashes, nails, and hair.

And despite all that, she’s actually very pretty.

Hate her already.

“I’m confused,” the date says. “Are we having a party?”

Oh, wow. She sounds like a cat in heat. Declan narrows his eyes at me in warning. I know that look. It’s a warning backed by a legitimate threat. He ain’t messing around. I decide to keep my commentary to myself.

“We’re not having a party,” Declan tells her, his voice kind. “Summer was just leaving.”

I put my hands on my hips. “Really? Where exactly am I leaving to? We’re flying over the ocean. Are you going to throw me out the back door?”

“I don’t have a back door,” Declan says. “I’ll use the front.”

“Nice to meet you, Summer,” his date says. “I’m Bryttni, spelled with a Y, two Ts, and an I.”

Aside from the voice and the skanky clothes, she seems lovely. And she has excellent manners. Now I feel guilty. I should learn to be nicer.

“Nice to meet you, too,” I say. “I’m Summer. With a U, two Ms, and an E.”

And then it dawns on me… I look up at Declan. “Who the hell’s flying the plane?”

“He is,” Br-Y-TT-n-I says. “He can fly with his mind.”

That’s it. I can’t help myself. I double over with laughter. I’m laughing so hard I’m worried I’ll hurl again.

 



CHAPTER 3


Declan

 

“This is what’s going to happen,” I announce, pointing to Summer. “I’m turning the plane around and dropping you back at the Sweetbriar Airpark. Then, Bryttni and I are continuing on to Hawaii.”

“Cool, cool,” Summer says. “But you should know that this isn’t my idea. Jamie and Cal want us to get to Vegas in time to stop Evander and Phoebe from eloping. How do you plan on telling them you don’t feel like following orders?”

I squint down at her. Is Summer lying? Probably not, since she doesn’t lie, as a rule. 

Liars either want to massage the facts to fit their agenda or they care how the truth might land with the listener. Summer’s never given two shits about any of that. She can make any agenda work for her, as is. And she doesn’t care what others think of her.

Summer always says whatever thought happens to be lined up on the runway of her tongue.

And if what she says about my dad and oldest brother is true, then I need to take a stand.

“My brother and father are not the boss of me.”

Summer laughs because, yeah, Dad and Cal are the bosses of everyone, even badass mo-fos such as myself.

It’s how the food chain works at Yosemite Ranch. The patriarch and the firstborn son lay down the law and enforce it. It’s a pecking order I challenge at my own peril. I’ve learned that shit the hard way. 

Doesn’t mean I have to like it.

“Who are Evander and Phoebe?” Bryttni asks.

Summer jumps in before I can answer. I don’t care much, honestly. She’s as close to a MacLaine as a non-MacLaine can get. We’ve all seen her as part of our clan since she showed up looking for a ranch job when she was in high school.

“Evander is Declan’s middle brother. There’s a total of five of them.”

“Five? Five men like Declan?” Bryttni’s eyes pop open so violently that I expect to see her fake lashes fly off and stick to a sidewall panel.

“They’re not as annoying as Declan, but yes, five. And Evander’s in love with Phoebe, the nurse from the next ranch over, the cutest and nicest woman ever.”

“But how do you know they’re eloping?” Bryttni poses her question to Summer. It’s like I’m not even here at this point. “Aren’t those things supposed to be secret?”

“Well, here’s how it went down,” Summer says. “Evander let it slip that he wanted to elope with Phoebe, and then a few days later, bam! They’re not at home. Not at work. Nowhere. And Evander’s fancy car is missing.”

“Ohhhh,” Bryttni says, nodding. 

“Which means they were either abducted by aliens or they ran off to Vegas to get married.”

“Right.” Bryttni frowns. “But I know a girl who was taken by the Grays. She says they’re nothing but robots working for their giant Mantis overlords.”

Summer’s eyes flash to me. I shrug, because, why not? A woman as hot as Bryttni can believe anything she wants. She’s already told me she packed a thong swimsuit—a crochet thong swimsuit—so I can overlook the Mantis thing.

“Maybe they’re eloping to Hawaii,” I offer.

“Nice try,” Summer says.

“I absolutely love Vegas!” Bryttni claps her hands. “They give you free drinks when you play slots, did you know that? Good drinks, too. The ones with the little umbrellas.”

“No shit? Little umbrellas?” Summer bats her eyes at me.

“But they have beautiful flower leis in Hawaii,” I tell Bryttni. “I bet you’d love getting leid in Maui.”

Summer makes a gagging noise. I ignore her.

Bryttni reaches over and strokes her long nails down my forearm. “In Vegas, we could go to a magician show where he does impressions.” She flutters her lashes at me. I think I feel a breeze. “And the buffet at Caesar’s Palace—it’s got all-you-can-eat crab legs with real melted butter.”

Summer plops down in one of the passenger seats. I watch her swivel side to side. She’s laughing to herself. When she looks at me, I see the in-your-face haughtiness of a girl who thinks she’s won.

“Hear that, flyboy?” Summer points at me. “Bryttni wants crab legs instead of Kalua pork. If I were you, I’d be turning this puppy around and lining up at the buffet.”

“Oooooh! Are we really going to Vegas? Are we?” I look down at how Bryttni’s fingers grip my forearm. I imagine them gripping my dick.

I sigh. I’m at a loss as to why she’d prefer the Vegas Strip over Maui’s Black Sand Beach. But it’s not the end of the world. I can go to Hawaii any damn time I want. I have a house there.

“Sure. Why not? My jet, my rules, right?”

“Oh my gosh, this is so exciting! We’re going to Vegas, baby!” She pops up on her tiptoes and plants a flirty kiss on my lips. “Thank you, Declan. You’re such a sweetheart!”

“Yay!” Summer says, spinning in the chair. “Umbrellas, here we come!”

I get back in the cockpit and contact Oakland Center with a request for an amended flight plan. The controller isn’t stoked about this, but she repeats my request and gives me new coordinates to plug in the GPS. The controller will inform Harry Reid International in Vegas that I’m coming and tell Kahului in Maui to not expect me.

I turn in my chair to check on my passengers. Bryttni and Summer are engaged in an animated conversation, and I am pretty sure it must be about me, since I can’t imagine anything else those two women might have in common.

Bryttni is a party girl in a miniskirt. Summer is a horse-training cowgirl in a pair of dusty boots and worn jeans.

This is not at all how I imagined my Bryttni adventure would pan out. But I decide to make the most of it.

The good news—it’s New Year’s Eve in Las Vegas.

The bad news—it’s New Year’s Eve in Las Vegas.

I use my tablet to reach out to a few people who owe me huge favors. This will be damn near impossible to pull off. I need a last-minute high-roller hotel suite and luxury rental car, plus a hotel room for Summer. And I need it on the biggest party night of the year in the biggest party town on the planet. I also need dinner reservations, seats at a headliner magician show, and club access.

It’s a good thing I have friends in high places. Friends who’ve gotten freebie flights to destinations all over the globe and promised to do me a solid whenever I needed it.

That would be now.

Once the Vegas gears are greased and I’m confident the pieces will fall together in the next few hours, I think of how I can add a few personal touches for Bryttni. My mission is to show this smokin’ hot ice cream scooper the time of her life on New Year’s in Vegas. There’s no way I can fuck up that winning lottery ticket.

Summer is definitely the hiccup here. But I can handle her.

I think I can handle her.

Maybe I can’t totally handle her, but I can probably manage to stick her in a decent hotel room and hide her away.

Who am I kidding? I’m the one who feels like hiding.

The flash I saw in Summer’s eyes as she walked up the cabin aisle. She caught me with my pants down—literally—and I saw it written all over her face.

True, Summer was ready to puke, but it wasn’t just that.

I saw disappointment in her expression. Judgement. Summer might even have been hurt by what she saw. Either that, or she didn’t like the look of me in my boxer briefs.

I don’t know what to think. Except for one thing—what I saw in Summer’s eyes indicated a total lack of respect for me.

And that’s sliced me to the core.

 



CHAPTER 4


Declan

 

It bothers me so much because Summer’s my best friend, the best friend I’ve ever had. 

Even the SEAL buddies I relied on in the face of extreme danger never reached that kind of level of connection. Summer and I hit it off immediately when she showed up at Yosemite Ranch, looking for a job. I was getting ready to leave home and she was still in high school, but in that short time, we found a deep appreciation for each other.

We became joined at the hip.

When I left for the Navy, she wrote to me on the regular, encouraging me through SEAL training. She wrote when I was stationed at Little Creek in Virginia Beach and then when I was deployed. Her letters and emails kept me up to date on happenings at the ranch, far more than anything I got from Dad or Aunt Phyllis, the second wife of Dad’s late brother.

Those notes from Summer always made me laugh. They made me homesick. And the letters kept me company and kept me smiling, the way Summer herself had.

The girl has a superpower—she makes me laugh. Always has. And I don’t think there’s anything better than the feeling of satisfaction I get when I make her laugh in return. It’s doubly satisfying if I say or do something that makes her stop in her tracks, think for a moment, and then howl.

She’s my buddy.

To have her look at me with disappointment was a real kick in the sac. I don’t want her to lose respect for me or feel that I’ve let her down somehow. That would be a burden too heavy for me to carry around. Her friendship is far too important to me.

She’s too important to me.

Summer and I have a lot of things in common—our love for the ranch, for the MacLaines, for fast horses and faster motorcycles. But like Summer, I usually don’t give a flying fuck what anybody thinks of me. Doesn’t even cross my mind.

With one exception: Summer herself. I care what she thinks of me. A lot. And dammit, that look on her face has left a hollow pit in my gut. If she’s disappointed in me, I’m disappointed in myself. 

I take another peek at the women, still talking.

Slanted sunlight hits Summer’s face, adding a glow to her rich, silky brown hair falling down the middle of her back. Her eyes are a stunning deep gray blue, framed by dark brows and lashes. And like always, there’s nothing artificial on her face—no mascara or blush or lipstick. The only thing I’ve ever seen her put on her face is sunscreen and lip balm on those long days working cattle out on the range.

I’ve known a lot of women in my life. And I’ve never met anyone with Summer’s absolute lack of self-consciousness. Here’s the message she broadcasts to the world: I am what I am, and if you don’t like it, move along. No offense taken. I’ve always loved that about her.

But as well as I know her, I don’t have a full picture of her life before she came to Yosemite Ranch, or why she wandered our way at the age of sixteen. She’ll drop a tidbit here and there, but she’s never wanted to talk about it. On those rare occasions when she mentions something about her childhood, she cuts herself off. Like it’s too hard to talk about. 

Like she’s afraid I’ll turn away from her if I know the details.

The fact that she had a hard childhood makes her happy and positive enthusiasm for life that much more impressive. 

I love that girl.

But I’ve always known she’s off-limits.

Waaaay off-limits. 

Untouchable.

Like beyond-the-atmosphere, past-the-Milky Way-galaxy, off-into-deep-space kind of unreachable.

Summer has permanently locked and loaded me into her friend lane. It’s been an unspoken rule since the beginning. There’s no room for a player like me in that lane, and if I want Summer to remain in my life, which I absolutely do, we keep it friendly.

For one simple reason—Summer isn’t just another girl I date, bang, and say goodbye to with no hard feelings on either side.

If I lost Summer, there would be plenty of hard feelings. Mine and hers. I can’t speak for her, but I know for damn sure that I’d be lost without her.

Off course. Empty.

About two hours after I file my amended flight plan, I’m on the approach to Harry Reid International Airport in Vegas, on the radio with the tower. I tell my passengers to buckle up for landing as I get cleared for approach.

Honestly, I’m bummed that no one is paying any attention to my hot-pilot talk as we land.

“Roger that, Vegas tower. Phenom six-niner-Whiskey-Tango-Foxtrot inbound on the ILS Zulu for runway two-six left. We’re number two, clear to land two-six left.”

Eventually, we taxi to the tarmac and roll to a stop. I step into the cabin and open the door, waiting for the ground crew to bring the passenger stairway. I look over my shoulder to see both women studying me. I smile.

Bryttni blows me a kiss. Summer rolls her eyes. 

I help Bryttni down the stairs and onto the tarmac, since those high heels are not made for any kind of downward slope. Once on the ground, I raise her hand to my lips and place a soft kiss on her knuckles, pausing dramatically as I make eye contact.

From the top of the stairs, Summer clears her throat. I reach out my hand in an offer to help her, but she snorts. 

“Knock it off. As if.”

She clomps down the stairs, but at the last step, her boot heel gets caught and she goes flying. I launch forward and catch her before she lands on her face. I clutch her tightly until I’m sure she’s stable, plus a few seconds extra for good measure. I can feel her heart pound against me.

“You all right?” I ask softly.

“Back off. Please.” She looks up at me, confusion in her eyes. “Have mercy on me, Declan. Let’s just hurry up and stop the wedding. I want to catch the first Greyhound bus smokin’ out of here and get back to the ranch.”

My gaze wanders over the smooth skin of her cheek, the dark pink of her pretty mouth. “I’ll fly you back. A bus isn’t necessary.”

“Wrong. I’ll do whatever’s necessary to get out of here and get home.”

She pushes me away, which is enough to snap me out of whatever trance had me thinking it was a good idea to clutch Summer close to the front of my body.

Holy shit.

She felt so good.

Summer spins away from me, her long hair catching the wind and flying up and over her shoulder. An intoxicating whiff of her shampoo hits my nostrils, and I inhale deeply. I’ve been right at Summer’s side when she buys her no-nonsense, deep-discount shampoo at the Sweetbriar Drug & Dime. It’s called Peaches and Cream Deluxe. The family-sized bottles are two for five dollars.

On Summer, it smells like a million bucks.

“This is us?” Summer pats the hood of the black Escalade I requested.

“There should be a key inside, but you’re not driving,” I tell her.

“Fine by me.” 

I’m surprised that she isn’t arguing. Maybe it’s because Summer’s a homebody, someone not used to being out of her element, and the kind that never wants to go anywhere. I can relate to that, which is ironic for a man who’s always flying off somewhere.

The truth is, unless I’m at the throttle of something flying, I’d rather just stay at the ranch.

I watch Summer open the back door and slide into the back seat, leaving the front to Bryttni and me. Not a word of protest. Not even a subtle dig about me being her chauffeur.

“Shall we?” I offer my arm to Bryttni. She giggles and takes it. She hops into the passenger seat, giving me an eyeful of her upper thighs.

Once I get the bags in the trunk, I race around to the driver’s side, snap my seat belt, and start up the engine. The instant my door closes, Bryttni smiles at me. We stay like that for a long moment, looking at each other. It’s silent.

Until my date says, “I’m in the mood for a cum in a hot tub.”

I know it’s physically impossible, but I swear I can feel my pupils dilate. Other body parts are dilating, no question about it.

“I can make that happen,” I say.

 



CHAPTER 5


Summer

 

What the Kentucky-fried-fuck did she just say?

I stifle a laugh. I honestly thought I’d hate this chick. But Bryttni keeps getting better and better as time goes on, like a fine wine. In fact, she’s fast becoming my all-time favorite in the crowded parade of Declan’s women.

From my seat behind him, I watch Declan’s neck get all red and splotchy. He coughs, and his eyes catch mine in the rearview mirror.

I give him a big, enthusiastic thumbs up.

Bryttni giggles and smacks his forearm. “No, silly. It’s a cocktail. You know, vodka and white rum in a shot glass with a few dribbles of Baileys plopped in. Yum! I always ask for a teaspoon of sugar, too.”

“I can make that happen,” Declan repeats. They’re the exact same words he said just a moment before, but the tone is a lot less perky.

“Yum!” I yell.

As we head for the private hangar exit, I watch Bryttni reach over and rub her hand on top of Declan’s thigh, then bring her lips to his ear. I look out the window, trying to catch my breath. I wish I brought my earbuds. If I did, I’d be cranking some tunes right about now, because I know that whatever she says next will be something I wish I never heard.

“But I love real hot tubs, too, not just the drinks. Hot tubs make my pussy throb.”

“Nice,” Declan mutters.

Cletus, take the wheel.

I keep staring out the window. I will not catch Declan’s glance in the mirror again. Not doing it. Don’t want to be involved. Don’t want to see whatever he’s thinking.

Why are my palms sweating?

Why am I fuming?

What’s wrong with me?

I can’t keep my mouth shut. “Where are we going, MacLaine?” I ask.

My question is a desperate attempt to change the subject. I’m done fighting with myself in my own head. I’m done listening to talk of hot tubs and dribbling. I need something as close to normal as I can get in this situation.

“You’ll see.”

Despite my promise to myself, I pull my eyes from the window and glare at the back of his head.

“I’m totally obsessed with this car. It’s super nice.” Bryttni strokes the black leather of the center console.

“Evander would have gotten us a Bentley,” I snap.

“Evander’s the brother who eloped?” Bryttni asks, turning to me. “The one who’s just a year older than Declan?”

“That’s right. Though he’s a much better dresser and has more degrees.”

“You mean, like, he’s a few degrees hotter than Declan?”

“That too.” I guffaw.

“What Summer means is that he has a law degree,” Declan says. “Which is great and we’re all very proud of him, but I invented a new cybersecurity technology from scribbles on a bar napkin. So who’s smarter?” Declan smirks at me in the mirror.

“Wait. Your brother is a lawyer?” Bryttni seems far more interested in Evander’s résumé than Declan’s bar napkin.

“And married,” Declan says.

“Not if we can help it,” I remind him. “That’s why we’re here. To stop their elopement and get them home where they can have a proper wedding.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve done my part, Summer. I got you here to Vegas so you can do your thing.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“It means I have no intention of running around town trying to stop a wedding between consenting adults. If those two crazy kids want to get hitched on the down-low, I’m more than happy to let them. It’s New Year’s Eve. Woo-hoo!”

“Woo-hoo!” Bryttni mimics.

“Besides,” Declan says, squeezing his date’s talon-tipped fingers. “I have other plans. And they involve hot tubs and cocktails.”

Bryttni giggles.

I nearly gag. 

Soon enough, Declan turns the SUV onto the Strip. Immediately, we pass gaggles of partiers getting a head start on the festivities. It’s barely eleven a.m., and already I see women prancing around with their boobs falling out, carrying liter-sized plastic cups with long straws and sipping. But only when they’re not busy flirting with loud dudes in basketball shorts, muscle T’s, and baseball caps.

I’ve always seen this town as a trap for unhappy people trying to get happy. It’s probably because one of my first memories is coming here with my parents, when they did exactly that. While leaving me alone at a table in a fast-food joint.

For many terrifying hours.

Fun times.

I was seven years old when I learned first-hand how Las Vegas works. 

First, tourists drink enough booze to detach from common sense in order to pick up a stranger—or more than one—to have sex with.

Next, they run away from the rando—or randos—at the earliest opportunity so they can do it all over again and then forget any of it ever happened.

If all that fails, they can hang all their future happiness on a winning hand at the blackjack table, even if it means losing everything they’ve ever worked for up until the present moment.

I learned early that this kind of twisted crap doesn’t lead to happiness. In fact, it leads to the opposite. And that’s why I hate this place.

I’ve got all the happiness I’ll ever need waiting for me back at my cabin in the mountains west of Yosemite Ranch. I don’t need anything new. I don’t need to change anything or upgrade anything or replace anything to be happy. I’m already there.

I know, without a doubt, that I won’t find any kind of happiness doing shit I’ll eventually want to forget. I prefer to enjoy every day, work hard and do my best, laugh a lot, and look at myself in the mirror every night proud of the human being looking back at me.

My parents taught me a lot when I was a kid. Most of it was cautionary in nature. And the biggest lesson of all was this: if you’re not at peace with yourself, you’ll never find peace outside yourself, no matter how hard you try.

I thought Declan was the same way. I thought he was a happy dude. But as we continue down the traffic-snarled Strip, I must admit I’ve never seen him this giddy.

He’s happier than a pig in shit because he’s bringing Bryttni to Sin City on New Year’s.

Woo-hoo!

We need to find Evander and Phoebe as soon as possible so I can get out of here. Bus. Car rental. Walk if I have to. I don’t care. But I’m not made for Las Vegas, and I definitely don’t want to watch any more of the disgusting display going on in the front seat.

It makes me angry.

It makes me truly sad.

I’d rather not be either of those things.

“I just thought of something,” I tell Declan as I scan the crowds. “I’m not sure I can picture Evander checking into a hotel in this mess, can you?”

Declan doesn’t answer me. He’s talking to Bryttni.

“Think about it. Your brother’s the kind of guy who’d arrange for a penthouse-mega-mansion-in-the-sky sort of thing. We need to involve your private eyes, the ones you use for StellaR Tech. Tell them to help us track down Evander.”

Declan isn’t listening to me. He’s telling Bryttni about private New Year’s celebrations made for two while she’s telling him about buffets and magic acts.

I slink down in my seat and cross my legs and arms. This is so frustrating. I’m looking out for the family, but Declan’s only looking out for himself.

Or, to be precise, one part of himself. 

His joystick.

 



CHAPTER 6


Summer

 

Yup. I hate Las Vegas. 

And I can’t imagine why Evander would come here to get married. It’s not exactly the logical wedding destination for a man who gets all his suits made-to-order from some swanky tailor in London. I can’t imagine suave Evander and wholesome Phoebe exchanging vows in front of an Elvis impersonator.

I don’t care if I ever get married. I don’t expect to, if I’m honest with myself. But if for some reason I actually do promise to love and cherish some dude until one of us croaks, it sure as shit won’t happen in Las Vegas.

Every time I come here, I feel like I should be wearing a hazmat suit.

But how would I know about what’s in the hearts of Evander and Phoebe? I never guessed they’d get together in the first place, let alone get married. I’ve been friends with Phoebe since I moved to Yosemite Ranch, and she never once told me that she had the hots for Evander.

I’ve seen her act nervous around him now and again, though. Should I have seen this coming? Was that the hint I missed?

Evander never told me or anyone else that he had feelings for Phoebe. Or feelings for anyone or anything, really. Or feelings. Except for that baseline bad mood of his. 

It took a near-death snowstorm catastrophe for them to fall in love, I guess. And once that happened, maybe Evander didn’t want to wait another second to start his life with Phoebe.

I wonder what it would feel like to be that crazy in love with someone.

It’s true that Phoebe’s brothers acted like assholes at first, thinking Evander had seduced their baby sister, so maybe that’s why the couple chose a drive-through ceremony instead of a fancy wedding in a fancy hotel in a fancy city with fancy food. Evander’s the fanciest man I’ve ever met in my life, after all.

I don’t know how this all unfolded. All I know is that Jamie and Cal asked me to make sure Declan stops the elopement. They said both families—the MacLaines and the Travises—want to be involved in the happy event. Jamie says he can’t wait to formally welcome Phoebe into the family.

I also heard that Phoebe’s five brothers might have hired a hitman to find Evander, throw him in jail, and murder him, all because their parents are crushed at the thought that the only girl in the family might get married without all the bells and whistles.

Bottom line: I’m not here to do a good deed. I’m attempting to save Evander’s life. I’d hate for Phoebe to become a widow before she even gets married!

Declan isn’t thinking about Phoebe. He’s only worried about bringing Bryttni around third and waving her into home. I don’t think he needs to worry about that. From my conversation with Bryttni, I can say with confidence that she’s a sure thing. She’s crazy about Declan, even if she kept referring to him as Declan McCall on the way here.

I can’t blame her for feeling that way, though. Declan is the most—

Bryttni’s hyena laugh jars me back to reality. I turn in time to see her lean into Declan, who puts his arm on the back of her seat and fiddles with her hair. He should probably go easy with the fiddling. I’d hate for him to yank out her extensions.

“Here we are!” Declan singsongs as he approaches the Bellagio Hotel & Casino. We don’t get very far, because he has to stop behind a long line of cars waiting for valet parking. He turns around and smiles at me.

“You can go ahead to the front desk and check yourself in, Summer,” he says. “You have a room under your name. You’re all set to go.”

“And where’re you gonna be?”

“Bryttni and I will be going in through a private entrance and elevator.”

That’s it. I whip off my seat belt and lean toward the front, then use all my strength to twist Declan’s nose between my thumb and index finger.

And I’m really strong.

He lets go with a high-pitched scream. It’s quite satisfying, really.

“Cut it out, Summer!”

Bryttni leans back against the passenger door, making sure she’s out of my reach. She clamps a hand over her face in a desperate act of self-preservation.

“Hell no, Declan,” I bark at him. “You and I have a job to do, and I’m glued to your snake-like hide until the job is done. After that, you can do… whatever it is you’re gonna do.”

I give his nose one last twist and let go. He stares at me, eyes steely.

“I can’t believe you just did that.” He sounds like he has a cold. “Heads up, sweet cheeks. If you think—”

He’s interrupted when my phone rings. It’s a FaceTime call from Cal’s mobile. 

“Yo,” I say, putting it on speaker. “We just got here. Pulling up to the hotel now.”

Cal holds the phone at arm’s length. Jamie’s right next to him, looking irritated. “Put him on,” Jamie says. I hand over the phone.

“I know. I know,” Declan says before anyone can get a word out. “Finding Evander and Phoebe is my number one priority. Understood.” He presses the camera against his shirt and shakes his head at Bryttni reassuringly. He flashes her a thousand-watt smile. “You’re my real priority,” he whispers.

She doesn’t look reassured. She looks confused.

Declan resumes the call.

“Don’t fuck this up, little brother,” Cal growls.

“Seriously, don’t fuck it up.” That comes from Victoria, Cal’s wife.

“Son,” Jamie says. “If you allow Evander to take that girl to one of those tacky Las Vegas wedding chapels, the Travises are going to put a blowtorch to every structure on this ranch—every house, barn, shed, shelter, garage, split-rail fence, and hundred-year-old outhouse. You understand what I’m telling you?”

I laugh, because I sure understand.

Jamie’s saying that Declan’s not too old to be put over his knee and given a good spanking. Of course, Declan is waaayy too big for that. And strong as an ox on steroids. Just the same, I decide I’ll hold on to that image in my head for future chuckles.

“I understand what you’re asking for,” Declan says. “But you’re aware that it’s New Year’s Eve, right? It’ll be impossible to find Evander and Phoebe if they don’t want to be found. This place is a human zoo. The streets are already overflowing with partiers and it isn’t even noon. And anyway, how can you be certain that they’re even here? They could be anywhere on the planet by now.”

“Oh, they’re in Vegas,” Victoria says. “No doubt about it.” She presses her face closer to the camera. “Once we figured out they were missing, Emma remembered that she’d overheard Evander making calls, talking about hotel reservations and shows and restaurants and she even heard him utter the words ‘wedding chapel.’ The man was plotting a secret getaway. Emma’s sure of it.”

I’ve loved Emma ever since she arrived at the ranch. I’m thrilled that she’s now Finn’s wife. But learning that she has advanced undercover skills makes me love her even more.

“Get ’er done,” Cal snarls.

Declan shoots a winning smile into the camera. I don’t trust that smile. Because I know that smile. It means that he hears what’s being said but doesn’t like what he’s hearing and doesn’t intend to do a damn thing about it.

I wish I had a dollar for every time he’s smiled at me like that.

“No problem,” he says, too cheerfully. “So, to recap, I’ll hunt down Evander and Phoebe in the chaos of millions of falling-down wasted people and deafening music. I’ll go to every neon chapel of love on and off the Strip to locate them and stop their wedding. Next, I’ll drag my combative behemoth of a brother and his terrified fiancée back to the ranch against their wills. Oh, I probably should mention that I forgot my elephant tranquilizers, so I might need to make a quick stop at the veterinarian’s before we head out to acquire our targets. But never fear—I’m on it!”

“Fucking hell,” Cal grumbles, hanging up.

I snatch my phone away from Declan, realizing that the plan sounds a lot more difficult the way he just laid it out. Unattainable, really. I look at him like I’m about to spit nails.

“What?” he asks, shrugging. “You’re the one who hijacked my jet and put us in this ridiculous position. I was simply repeating instructions. It’s what any hot pilot should do.”

He winks at Bryttni.

I point a threatening finger at Declan. “We will stick together and get this over with. No separating.”

He nods. “Sure. I’ve always wanted to run a sting operation out of the Bellagio Hotel. This is gonna be a rip-snorter of a good time.”

Bryttni looks from me to Declan and back to me. “I’m so confused,” she says, pouting. “Am I getting in the hot tub or what?”

 



CHAPTER 7


Declan

 

This sucks.

Summer and I have visited all fifty free-standing wedding chapels on the Strip and all but one of the hotel-based altars to romance. We’ve made phone calls to another thirty located elsewhere in the city. No Evander MacLaine and Phoebe Travis to be found.
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