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        From USA Today Bestselling Author KL Donn comes an all-new obsessive, single dad meets prima ballerina, dark contemporary romance.

        My parents fell madly in love when I was a kid. Now they have it in their heads that I need the same thing.

        Convinced to try a blind date, I didn’t expect to find the girl of my dreams.

        A shy ballerina burned by love in the past.

        We got through one date and multiple phone calls before life came barging in.

        Just when I think I’ve got a handle on things, she goes missing. The trouble is, I didn’t even know it until she showed up, soaked to the bone, beaten black and blue, and scared out of her mind.

        Scotlyn Rivers is the epitome of strength, so I’m not shocked when she immediately loves my twin girls.

        What’s shocking is how easily she’s willing to walk away to keep them safe from danger.

        I never expected to love so easily, but a life without Scotlyn isn’t one I’m willing to accept.

        I’ll keep her safe. I’ll prove my love.

        I’ll do anything to keep her.

        No matter who must die.
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      For all the Dominic and Carver fans, this ones for you!
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        Jaxson: We still on for tonight?

      

      

      

      

      

      Staring down at the message on my phone, I wonder if it’s too late to cancel. I don’t know why I agreed to use this dating app. I’m not even sure if I’m ready yet. My last relationship was a disaster and wound up with me in the hospital for a week with a broken arm, two fractured ribs, more stitches than I care to remember, and him in jail.

      “Answer him, Scotty.” My roommate, best friend, and fellow principal dancer at the Tumarov Theatre of Ballet stares at me like I’ve got the last slice of pineapple pizza we definitely are not allowed to have.

      It’s been a year since Nick beat me for the last time, and she insists I need to get back out there and meet someone, even if I only get a free meal or drink out of it.

      “I don’t know if I can do this, Libby.” The entire idea has me vibrating with anxiety.

      Standing only two inches taller than me, Libby grasps my shoulders in her hands, leans her forehead to mine, and says, “If you don’t get dressed, I’m dragging you there just as you are.” Ripping the phone from my hand, she replies to Jaxson's text, and I feel sick. “Come on. You have that gorgeous black and gold off-the-shoulder that will make him eat his tongue.”

      “I think you mean swallow.” I groan as Libby pulls me behind her to my room. She opens the closet doors and grabs the dress in question, and I fall in love with it all over again.

      “Fine.” I grab the hanger from her and slip out of the robe I’ve been wearing while trying to decide if I’m going. His text came through three hours ago; I hope he doesn’t stand me up now.

      Slipping the garment over my head, it falls to just above my knees and hugs my curves without being too tight. The fabric of one shoulder drapes down while the other remains close to my neck. The bodice has tiny gold flecks that give it a classier look but is comfortable enough to be a go-anywhere dress.

      “These ones.” Libby hands me a pair of black peep-toe heels with a small bow on the back. Slipping my feet into them, she forces me down onto the bed while she fishtails my hair into a braid. I wear it up too often and too high while with the theatre that I want a change when I’m home or going out. “Just a little shadow and mascara.” Her tongue pops out of the corner of her mouth as she applies my makeup, and within minutes, I’m ready to go.

      My self-doubt kicks in again, and our eyes meet when she hands me the shiny gold clutch. “I’m not sure about this.”

      “A free meal, Scotty. Take it. Enjoy it. If he sucks as company, leave and forget it all. But give yourself this. One night to just forget and enjoy. He is kinda a hottie.” I remember. We’ve been messaging for almost a week now, and he’s shared some photos of himself with me, but I haven’t been brave enough to reciprocate.

      Jaxson is big like my brother Saint, but he’s got light hair and these chestnut brown eyes that bare his soul. It’s why I originally answered his request to chat.

      “Okay, here I go,” I murmur, walking out of our cottage to my car—a white BMW 5 series my parents bought for me when I was offered the position at Tumarov almost two years ago. I’ve traveled the country because of the theatre and have loved every show. While the competition is fierce between dancers, we also have a healthy respect for each other and our art.

      After Nick, I lost my confidence. I lost my love of dance and the creative outlet it’s always provided me.

      Six months ago, I was offered the lead in a timeless classic meant for royalty: The Awakening of Flora. I will dance the role of Flora, the Goddess of Spring. This will be the first time it’s been performed in the USA, and while my excitement is indeed skyrocketing, so have my nerves. Which all led to Libby setting me up on this dating app. She wanted me to relax and concentrate on something other than dancing. I’ve been so obsessed with this play over the past few months that I finally gave in.

      Parking in front of the restaurant in downtown Baltimore, I take a few deep breaths before exiting and handing the valet my keys. A door is opened for me, and the bustling atmosphere nearly has me turning around. Standing at the host's station, the woman gives me an apologetic smile as she deals with a demanding customer. I smile back and shake my head. She has nothing to worry about with me.

      It gives me a moment to gaze around. The atmosphere feels fancy here but not quite black-tie. People range from relaxed in dress shirts and jeans or slacks to glitzy dresses. The kitchen is completely blocked off by a wall and swinging doors. The lights over the tables are dim but not so low that you can’t read a menu or see your companion while conversing.

      As my eyes roam over the customers, a man in a booth halts my perusal. Close-cropped light brown hair, a day or two worth of scruff on his face—but neat—and bulky shoulders make him stand out.

      Jaxson is here, staring down at his phone so I can’t see his eyes, but I know the intensity in them will grip me in their hold when I do.

      “Can I help you, miss?” The hostess is finally free.

      “Oh, uhm,” I stutter out before shaking my head. “I’m here with Jaxson.” I don’t know his last name, so I hope he used his first on the reservation.

      Her smile widens. “Of course, right this way.” She leads me to his table, but his head doesn’t lift from his phone until the woman clears her throat. Turning to me, she winks and walks away.

      I can’t read his face as he stands; he's much taller than my five-foot-three frame and holy intimidating. I've grown up with sizeable men, but this one is huge. Larger than his picture, I think. I feel like a pixie in his presence.

      We stand in front of the table for a few seconds, which feels like minutes, while his eyes roam across my body, and I would swear I can feel his touch on my flesh. Shivering, my legs begin to shake, and without thought, I drop into the booth across from where he had been sitting. He frowns before taking a seat, and I just hope that when the floor opens up to swallow me, it doesn’t take him too.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jax

      

      

      I’ve never been on a blind date before. Never had the desire to date, period. Not for many years. But my younger sister, Gracin, thought it’d be a great idea for me to be less of a caveman and more of a human. I disagree. But here I am anyways. Waiting on a girl named Scotlyn, who was too shy to send me pictures but I’d been talking to for a week. When I didn’t get her text until about an hour before our dinner reservation, I wondered if it would even happen tonight.

      My mother has been texting me nonstop because she, too, has been dying to know what this girl with such a different name looks like. A throat being cleared has me placing my phone on the table and staring up at a goddess.

      Godfuckingdamn.

      Scotlyn is ten times more beautiful than I imagined.

      I stand up, intending to introduce myself, but my eyes won’t stray from her. She’s tiny, not even five and a half feet. She has this gorgeous mane of red hair with hints of blonde and brown in it, but I don’t think that’s anything but natural. And her eyes, sweet fucking Jesus, I could get lost in the pools of spring green staring up at me.

      I watch, perplexed, as she drops into the opposite side of the booth before re-taking my seat. Time passes as we stare at each other, but I don’t care; I just want to feast my eyes on her. Learn everything I can before it’s time to go.

      “Hi, I’m Claudia; I’ll be your server tonight. Can I start you both with some drinks?” I don’t look away from Scotlyn, but her gaze flits up to the new woman, and I hear a gasp. “Oh, my goodness, you’re her. You’re Scotlyn Rivers.” I hear the admiration in the woman’s voice as Scotlyn’s cheeks turn a shade lighter than her red hair.

      “I am.” Scotlyn nods, and when I see panic creep into her eyes, I become curious.

      “I’m a huge fan. I loved you in The Swan Princess. I’ve watched the show at least once a month over the last year. You’re just phenomenal. The emotion you portray is captivating.” She sighs at the end, and I’m even more confused.

      “Thank you.” Scotlyn gives her a nervous smile, and I step in because I’m clearly missing something here.

      “A bottle of Chardonnay,” I tell Claudia.

      “Of course, and I’m sorry for gushing. I’ll be right back.” She leaves, and Scotlyn’s discomfort is apparent.

      “You’re an actress?” I hazard a guess.

      She shakes her head. “Ballerina. She saw me in my last show.” Shame haunts her tone.

      “A year ago? That’s either an impressive memory or you’re one hell of a dancer.” And I’m betting it’s the latter because if I ever saw Scotlyn in a show, I’d for damn sure remember her.

      She shrugs her shoulder, and I let the topic drop, sensing her unease. Reaching across the table, I lift her chin, needing to see her eyes again. “When you didn’t send me a picture, I wondered what you looked like.” Her gaze drops. “Can’t say I’m disappointed one bit.” She still doesn’t look up at me.

      We’re interrupted by the server, who pours us each a glass of wine before taking her leave. It gives me a moment to study Scotlyn, the way she sits with the lower half of her body towards the restaurant, ready to bolt at a moment’s notice. Her hair is twisted to the side of the dress that drops off her shoulder, keeping her covered, when I imagine the designer’s point was to make it sexy and alluring. Which it is, but it helps camouflage her. Whether she wants to remain hidden because of her fame or something else is what puzzles me.

      Taking a sip of my wine, I ease back in my seat and try to steer the conversation away from the silence we’re locked in. “You mentioned you aren’t from here?”

      Her shoulders relax slightly, and her delicate hand reaches up to grab her glass. “I moved here from Florida two years ago.”

      “Really?” Leaning closer, I watch the way she swallows as she takes a sip. Images of more erotic things enter my mind. “What part?”

      Our eyes meet, and I'm right, I could get lost in her stare. “The Panhandle. Close to Pensacola.” She takes another drink, and there’s nothing I wish for more than to be able to taste her right now. “What about you? Are you from Baltimore?”

      I nod. “I live about forty-five minutes out of the city on an acreage.”

      Scotlyn perks up a little bit. “Do you have horses?”

      “We do. Half a dozen. Some sheep, chickens, two cows, and a pig.” Her eyes widen with each animal I mention.

      “We?” Her head tilts in curiosity.

      “Yes. It’s my parents’ home, but my aunt and uncle live in another house that used to be a small cabin. And I live in the barn loft.”

      “You live in a barn?” A smile threatens to break free on her face, and I’d kill to see it evolve.

      “I do. It’s not as bad as it sounds. The horses occupy the bottom level, while I reside on the insulated and ventilated second level. Can’t smell the horseshit unless I leave the doors open, which doesn’t happen. Unless my sister comes over and starts some shit.” There’s been a time or two that Gracin has been a little vindictive about it, too.

      “You have a sister?” I get a smile this time. A real one. It’s crooked, and a dimple pops out on both cheeks, making me want to lick them.

      “Gracin, she’s twenty-four, a preschool teacher, and she lives here in the city. A thorn in my side, but I’m pretty fond of her.” Her tinkly laugh is like a shock to my system. It’s highly addicting. “What about you? Any siblings?”

      Scotlyn nods before taking a drink of water. Her face tightens as she speaks, like she’s stressed. “Saint, he’s thirty-two, still down in the Panhandle. He, uhm, he works for my uncle.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Scotlyn

      

      

      Saint is a replica of our father, only I think he’s deadlier. I've heard the stories of Daddy when he first met Mom and after. The psychopath with a heart. I’m not sure Saint has one, though, except for Lake. She’s his salvation. If only they could get together.

      “And what is it your uncle does?”

      Talking about what my family is into isn’t something I’ve ever had to do before. I know that as soon as he hears the name, he’ll recognize who I am. Who I truly am, and he’ll likely run. I thought I wanted that at first, but I’m starting to like Jaxson. He’s sweet, funny, and without saying the words, I can tell he’s a family man.

      Maybe it would be better if he did know because I don’t consider myself any of those things, and I don’t want to ruin him.

      “Something with imports and exports,” I respond, playing clueless. My family used to run guns, sell drugs, and I believe they even had a brothel once, but I’m not certain. What they do now is so much more important, however. Nobody has any idea how many women they’ve saved from domestic abuse with their underground operations.

      “Sounds like fun.” Jaxson’s tone is droll.

      “I think boring is the word you’re looking for.” I try to laugh. After a minute of silence, the server reappears to take our order. Jaxson orders a steak and all the fixings while I get a chef’s salad and soup.

      With our opening next week, I need to watch my weight. Any deviance in it, and I could throw the entire performance off-balance.

      “What do you like to do for fun, Scotlyn?” The way he says my name, rolling off his tongue with a hint of arousal, nearly makes me shiver.

      “It’s going to sound silly.”

      “Try me.” He leans forward.

      “Fishing.” Chewing on my bottom lip, I watch, fascinated, as his eyes follow and remain steady until his hand lifts. Cupping my jaw, his thumb slowly rolls my lip out of my mouth, rubbing along the flesh. Without thinking, my tongue dips out to moisten the path he just took. A low growl emanates from Jaxson, and when he stands abruptly and slides in beside me—boxing me into the booth—my heart pounds heavily in my chest.

      “Ain’t nothing wrong with fishing,” he replies, but his eyes are still focused on my lips, and I lick them again. Before I know it, his mouth captures mine. One hand touches my thigh, with his fingers playing at the hem of my dress, while the other cups the back of my head.

      I’ve never been kissed with such raw passion before. My body lights up for this man I barely know and breathing becomes difficult. He pulls me closer, holds me tighter, and when I feel like I have a handle on him, he stuns me by gliding his hand along my thigh, his fingers gripping my upper leg with such possession.

      “Jaxson,” I gasp his name, forcing myself to pull away so I can draw in a full breath. “Jaxson, wait, please.” His lips continue moving along my jaw, down my neck. But he stops, resting his head on my shoulder and breathing heavily.

      “I’m sorry,” he groans, drawing back but not letting me go. “Fucking hell.” I stare at his face, seeing lust in his gaze. “I should have had better control.” I hear the regret in his tone.

      “I liked it, Jaxson. A lot. But I’m not that kind of girl. I don’t do sex on the first date. Heck, I don’t normally kiss on the first date. You bring something out in me, however. I want to push my boundaries with you, but I don’t want to lose myself, either. Not again.” Blowing out a breath, I wait for him to say something.

      He nods but doesn’t release me. “I’ll be honest. From the second I saw you, I knew you were different. Kissing you only confirms it. It’s been a long-ass time since I’ve been anywhere near a woman I’ve cared about.” The server interrupts, placing our food on the table. Without a word, she’s gone, sensing the tense moment. “I want us to go further than one night, Scotlyn. Tell me you do too.” I nod definitively.

      I might have been dreading this date, but I’m glad I came. I needed this. I needed to reconnect passion with romance, sweetness, and intensity, without being violent. Jaxson is the precise type of man to remind me that the world isn’t as screwed up as I sometimes believe.

      “Good. We can eat and talk at length because the more I learn about you now will make it easier to convince you to go on another date with me.” He winks with a cocky grin before returning to his side of the table.

      The rest of dinner goes on without a hitch. We control our attraction as we share dessert and coffee while laughing at some of the stories he shares with me from his childhood. I’m not quite as ready to get that personal about my family yet. So many individuals have heard the name and automatically believe they’re terrible people. They aren’t. My dad and uncles can be scary, have done things they’ll never speak of to us girls, but, at their core, they’re good men. They raised the boys to be good men, too.

      My dad and Saint are whom I measure all guys up to. Jaxson is the only one who’s ever stood a chance with them. So far, anyways.

      After taking care of the bill, Jax escorts me outside with a hand on my back. Handing the valet our tickets, we stand off to the side and wait.

      “I had a lovely evening with you, Jaxson.” I gaze up at him, realizing now how much taller he is than me. My neck will kink if I have to look up at him all the time.

      Brushing the hair back from my face, he leans down, kissing me again. Slower this time but no less intense. The desire bubbles beneath the surface as we pull apart. My car is swiftly parked in front of us, and he walks me to the driver’s door before opening it for me. Settled in the seat, he buckles my belt, and my belly quivers from the chivalrous act.

      “Call me when you get home.” It’s not a question but a command.

      “Okay.” I don’t know what else to say. He takes my mouth again. Harder this time, as if to imprint his touch on me. I sigh when he pulls away, stands, and closes the door. With one last look at him, I pull away.

      Driving home in a fog of pure joy, I notice the living room light on and know that Libby is waiting up for me. I park, grab my clutch, and rush inside, quietly closing the door, but she still hears me.

      “I have coffee or wine at the ready. You need to tell me everything!” she gushes from the couch where she’s wrapped up in a blanket, a book in her lap.

      “In a minute.” Pulling out my phone on my way to my room, I do as I promised and call Jaxson. Dropping back on my bed, we talk until he arrives home, only saying goodnight because Libby is standing in my doorway waiting to hear all about our night.

      After hanging up, I change into a pair of shorts, thick socks, and an oversized sweater. We spend all night talking about the incredible man I met, and when I finally crawl into bed to get some sleep, I realize he just might be the one to change my life.
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