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“Smart, sassy and intensely sexy” RT Book Reviews




A marriage of convenience neither wants to end.




Garret James doesn’t need a woman tying him down. Not when the number of buckle bunny notches on his belt and his position in the pro bull riding standings are both on the rise. But just when he learns he’s close to blowing out his bad shoulder, Silver Jordan roars into his life straddling a Harley with her long, leather-clad legs and offering him the health insurance coverage he needs for his operation.

Hell, he might not mind being tied to one woman, if that woman was Silver. There’s two problems however—one, she’s his friend Aaron’s sister and two, this union they’d promised would be temporary and only on paper ends up in the bedroom, making their marriage feel all too real . . .

Flanked was originally released by Samhain Publishing under the same title. This is a reissue, reedited and recovered but without any substantial additions or changes to the story.
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Chapter 1

Garret James pulled the four-wheeler up to a cluster of tall, straight trees.

The sound of the engine died as soon as he turned the key in the ignition off, leaving only the peaceful calm of the woods. The rustle of the trees. The scurry of a squirrel. The song of a bird . . . The sound of his pulse pounding in his ears as his anger grew. 

Jaw clenched, he turned to grab the supplies he’d loaded back at the house.

The tools he’d need and a box of woodscrews were in an old milk crate secured with bungee cords to the back of the four-wheeler along with the two-by-four boards he’d cut to length at home.

He stacked those at the base of one of the three trees he planned to use to support his deer stand and then picked the cordless drill out of the crate. He should have brought some nails and a hammer since he sure as hell was in the mood to pound something. 

Instead, he pulled out a handful of three-inch screws and shoved them into his pocket. After he’d stuck the heads of a few more between his lips, he picked up the first board. He braced the short wooden board against the tree trunk with his forearm while holding one screw in that hand. At the same time, he gripped the battery-operated drill in the other.

This sucked. It was supposed be a two-man job, but instead he was juggling it all alone. And it literally felt like juggling as he struggled to keep the board straight.

He thought his father would want to be here helping him. After all, he would get as much use out of this deer stand as Garret would, this year and for years to come. 

Whatever. Let his father go out on a date the day he knew they were supposed to build the tree stand together. 

Garret would just handle it all on his own during the few days he was able to be home before his next event.

He would be back on the road this weekend, traveling with his fellow bull riders, trying to forget the disturbing fact that his father was dating.

Dating. What the hell? His dad was close to fifty and he was dating again like a . . . like a teenager. And only five short years after Garret’s mother had died. 

The familiar ache settled in Garret’s chest. It happened every time he thought about his mother.

His parents had been married since high school graduation. Their marriage had been perfect, at least as far as Garret could see. They would still be happily married if cancer hadn’t taken her. But dammit, how could his father think he could replace the supposed love of his life with some woman he met God only knew where?

Good luck doing that, and at his father’s age too. 

His dad and this . . . this . . . woman were on a daytime date for lunch and a matinee movie.

Garret snorted. It all sounded pretty stupid to him.

Dates were supposed to be at night, in the dark. Nice sunny days were for doing stuff outside, such as building deer stands. 

Scowling, he put too much force behind the drill. The tool slipped off the screw head and the drill bit gouged his hand. 

Great. Now he’d go into the next competition with a sore left shoulder from riding and a wound on his riding hand.

He hadn’t even secured the first rung of the makeshift ladder for the deer stand and he was already bleeding, as well as pissed off. He spit out the screws he’d held between his lips and let them drop to the ground.

Sucking on the wound, Garret embraced his anger, mad at his dad for dating, the tree trunk for being so damn hard, himself for not being a better carpenter, even at God for taking his mother too soon.

The sound of his cell phone’s ringtone coming from inside his jeans was a welcome interruption.

Still nursing the cut on his left hand, he dug his right hand into his back pocket. He glanced at the Caller ID. Chase Reese. Thank God. He could use the distraction of talking to his best friend about now.

Garret hit the screen to answer the call.

“Dude, give me some good news.” Bypassing the pleasantries, he launched right into what he needed from his fellow rider.

“Um, okay. What kind of news did you have in mind?” Chase asked.

“Tell me you’re heading to the next competition today instead of Friday so I can meet you there early and I’ll be a happy camper. Short of that, I guess I’ll take just about anything right now.” He frowned down at his hand and sucked at the blood again before it dripped onto his jeans. 

“Well, I’m not heading out today, so sorry. What’s up with you anyway? Why do you want to leave now for the weekend’s event?”

“I’ve just had enough of life at home.” And he hadn’t even been there for very long this time. 

“I hear ya,” Chase agreed. “It seems my brother’s trying to kill me with the workouts. I’m sore as hell. He wakes me up before sunrise to go run every damn morning. Even in the rain. He’s frigging insane.”

“Then we’ll both be happy to get to North Carolina and ride. Maybe I’ll pick up a few bottles of bourbon and we can kick back in the room and relax. Just you, me, Aaron and Skeeter.” That scenario sounded like heaven to Garret. 

“You guys go for it, but I’m getting my own room. Leesa’s coming with me this weekend. Remember? She’s flying from her parents’ house in California and meeting me there.” 

“Ah, shit. No, I forgot all about that.”

“Sorry, but I haven’t seen her in weeks.” Chase let out a snort. “We need some time alone. Believe me.” 

“Yeah, I know.” Garret’s response came out sounding a little harsher than he had intended. 

“I thought you liked Leesa.” Chase’s tone was definitely defensive.

“I do like her. It’s just . . .” Garret sighed and searched for a way to explain his feelings to Chase without delving too deep into the crap about his father’s dating. “It feels like everybody’s pairing off. It’s like Noah’s ark with the riders on the circuit nowadays. You’ve got a serious girlfriend. Luke’s dating Annie exclusively. Hell, even Mustang and Slade are off the market and have steady girls, and I never thought that would ever happen. What the hell is up with all you guys? I miss the way things used to be.”

“What do you miss? Drinking until we puked? Riding hung over? Trying to pick up a different girl in each city and usually getting shot down by them in the process?” Chase asked.

“Yes. Exactly.” Garret’s brow furrowed as the last thing in Chase’s list registered. “And I don’t get shot down that much. That only happened a few times.”

“Yeah, okay.” Chase laughed. “But no, sorry, I don’t miss the way things used to be. Not at all.”

“That figures.” Garret screwed up his mouth.

He’d never thought he’d see the day. His best friend was pussy whipped. 

At least Skeeter and Aaron were still unattached. They’d be like the Three Musketeers—three single guys out on the town.

Skeeter had finally gotten himself a decent fake ID so they could all go out together to places that bothered to check their ages.

The girls had better watch out when the three single bull riders got to town this weekend. He and the boys would likely leave a trail of broken hearts behind them.

That was how life on the road as a professional bull rider should be. A man might as well be tied down with a flank strap if he was going to stick himself with just one girl.

Nope. That shit wasn’t for him. Not as his career was on the rise and the buckle bunnies abounded. If they were looking for bull riders to take home for a night Garret was single and ready to partake of the offerings, even if he had to do it without his best friend Chase along for the ride.

“Aw, don’t be jealous of Leesa, Garret.” There was a definite condescending air to Chase’s words. “There will always be a special place in my life for you too.”

Garret was so not in the mood to be teased right now. 

“Yeah, sure. That’s it. I’m jealous. I cry every time I’m out with some hot new chick getting some and you’re sitting alone in the hotel room because your girl’s not around and you don’t want to go out without her.”

“I know you do. I’ve seen you try to hide the tears.” Chase laughed, apparently unfazed by Garret’s sarcasm. “Anyway, I gotta run. I’ll call you.”

“Fine.” He scowled at Chase’s constant and annoying good mood.

Chase always sounded so damn cheerful that sometimes—such as now—Garret just wanted to smack him.

“And cheer the fuck up,” Chase added. 

“Yeah, yeah. Talk to you later.” Garret disconnected the call before he got more pissed off.

He shoved the phone in his pocket, even less inspired than he’d been before to start this job after taking the short break to answer Chase’s phone call.

Garret stared at the tree. He’d managed to complete nothing but the one board hanging crooked by a single, badly placed screw.

Drawing in a big breath of air, Garret hoisted himself off the seat of the four-wheeler where he’d been leaning. He picked up the drill, put it in reverse and backed out his first failed attempt.

Take two. He adjusted the board, eyed it and decided it was straight. His father would have insisted he use an actual level. But his father wasn’t here right now, so things were going to get done Garret’s way.

This ladder was going to get put up how Garret wanted. That’s what happened when a man ditched a job for a woman. He had to accept whatever he got.

Garret lined up the Phillips head tip of the drill bit with the head of the screw and pulled the drill’s trigger. The tool zipped and squealed.

At least this time he didn’t do himself bodily harm, but the screw still wasn’t sunk flush with the board, and the more he tried the more the bit stripped the screw head.

What the fuck? Was this damn tree made out of iron? Finally, he gave up and moved on to the next screw.

This was why he was a bull rider. Because if he had to do something like this for a living he’d not only be really bad at it, he’d also lose his frigging mind.

Bull riding was nice and predictable. The rider tried to stay on. The bull tried to buck him off. Sometimes the rider won. Sometimes the bull did. Simple. Easy. Everyone knew what to expect going in, unlike life.

Life threw shit at a person that he’d never expect, such as trees as hard as iron and a father who thought he could go out on dates. 

Determined now, Garret dug another screw out of his pocket. It went in perfectly smooth, like a hot knife through butter. 

All right. This was better. Things were looking up. 

Maybe those first two screws had hit a knot and he was past the hard part.

Satisfied, he bent and got the next board that would serve as the second rung on the ladder. He might possibly finish this damn thing before hunting season after all, with or without his father’s help. 

The phone in his pocket sounded again. He frowned. He wasn’t ever going to get done if his damn phone didn’t stop ringing.

Pulling it out, Garret saw it was Aaron Jordan. Was every one of the forty guys he rode with going to call him today?

He hit the screen to answer. “Hey, what’s up?”

“Hey, not much. I just wanted to give you a head’s up about this weekend. I’m going to need my own room.”

What the hell? Chase first and now Aaron? Garret sighed. “Why? You suddenly get yourself a girlfriend too?”

“Uh, no.” His friend laughed. “My sister’s coming and staying with me for the weekend.”

“Your sister?” Garret had met Aaron’s older brother once but he didn’t remember hearing much, if anything, about a sister. Then again, Garret didn’t always listen all that closely. 

“Yup. She’ll be staying in a room with me,” Aaron continued. “I don’t want her to have to pay for a room. She makes crap money teaching music at the middle school.”

A middle-school music teacher. Great. She sounded like a ton of fun.

Garret shook his head. “Fine. I’ll split a room with Skeeter.”

“Yeah. That’s what I figured since Chase needs his own room too. And what the hell crawled up your ass and put you in such a piss-poor mood today?”

Garret supposed he must have sounded less than enthusiastic. “Nothing.”

Besides his father dating, his best friend acting all but married and now a screw hole in his riding hand? Nope, nothing wrong at all.

“Yeah, sure.” Aaron let out a short laugh. “Anyway, what day are you getting to North Carolina?”

Garret had planned on driving from his house in Ohio on Thursday, but now with Chase busy with his girl Leesa, and Aaron busy with his schoolmarm sister—whatever her name was—he wasn’t so sure.

Maybe he should leave really early Friday morning and get in just before the competition started that night. Not that staying home for the extra day was looking all that attractive right now either. Shit. Neither of his options was exactly appealing.

“I’m not sure yet. Thursday or Friday.”

“All right. The arena’s only a few hours from my house, but I have to drive in Thursday for some sponsor shit I have to do. They’ve got me booked for something both Thursday and Friday. So I’ll be there whenever you get there. Just give me a call when you hit town.”

His own sponsor responsibilities weren’t scheduled until right before Saturday’s round of the competition started.

“Fine. I’ll talk to you when I get to Carolina.” Whatever day that ended up being. At this point he was weighing the lesser of the two evils.

“Okay. Later.”

“Later.” Garret hung up and, after second thought, hit the power-off button for his phone before putting it back in his pocket. He’d had enough of phone calls and unwelcome news for one day.

He bent to pick up the next board and another screw from where he’d dropped it on the ground, and with the peace and quiet of the woods surrounding him, set to finishing this damn ladder.

Work progressed much quicker without his phone ringing. He didn’t hit any more knots and zipped right along, board by board, rung by rung.

By the time he reached the top and final board, he was about sixteen feet up in the tree.

A plywood triangle would span the three trees. But before he could even think about screwing in the braces for the floor, he had to saw off some of the limbs in his way. And if his father had been here, the way he was supposed to be, he could have handed Garret the hand saw instead of him having to do everything himself.

Pissed off again at that thought, Garret made his way back down. His feet hit the ground and he turned to see his father walking toward him. 

“Hey, boy.” His father glanced up, taking in the work already completed with eyes that were the exact same shade of green as Garret’s. “Looks good. You got a lot done alone.” 

“Yup.” Garret bit back any further response and made his way to the crate holding the tools.

“Looks like you could get the flooring up today before sunset.”

He might have if he’d had some help. Garret avoided eye contact with his father and grabbed the saw. “Don’t know. I still have to clear some limbs, screw in the braces, get the exact measurement and then go back to the house and cut the plywood to size.”

“No rush. It’s supposed to be nice weather all week. We can finish it up together tomorrow.”

“Oh, no date tomorrow?” He turned his head and pretended to look up at the tree rather than let his father see the scowl he was sure was on his face.

“No, but actually—”

“Actually what?” Garret finally looked at his father and waited.

“Molly’s coming over for dinner tonight.” He brushed a dark brown curl from his forehead and Garret noticed that though they’d always had the same color hair, his father’s was now showing more than a few strands of silver at his temple. 

“Molly?” Crap. Garret was happier when he hadn’t known her name. Now she seemed even more real.

“Yeah. She’s the woman I went out with today.”

This conversation about the new woman in his father’s life wasn’t going to happen, and neither was a cozy family dinner between the three of them if Garret had any say in it. 

Nope. No how. No way.

“Well, you two have fun. I have plans.”

A frown knit his father’s brow. “Oh? I didn’t know that. I was hoping you could meet her.”

Garret let out a bitter laugh. “Why?”

“I don’t know. I guess I thought you’d want to.”

“You marrying her?” Garret’s heart pounded harder at the ridiculous and horrifying thought.

“No, of course not. I mean it’s too soon to tell that. We’ve only been out on two dates.”

“Then I don’t need to meet her.” Garret shrugged and ignored the sick feeling in the pit of his stomach.

“You’re right. You don’t.”

When Garret looked up again, it was to see his father walking away. Good. Now the man knew how he felt. This was good.

So why did he feel worse than before? 

He packed up his tools and supplies and called it a day. The rest would wait until tomorrow. Besides, he needed to get home, shower and make himself scarce. Since he’d lied to his father and said he had plans, he’d better go and find himself some and quick.

Bouncing along the trail through the woods, Garret tested exactly how fast the all-terrain vehicle could go. The loud whine of the engine as it strained to go faster somehow helped his mood.
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Chapter 2

Silver Jordan pulled up to her parents’ house and drew in a deep breath, bracing herself for the hell that surely lay within. It would be the same old stuff as always and she wasn’t in the mood for it today. 

But if she wanted to have clean clothes for work this week she’d have to suck it up and smile through the pain or go sit at a Laundromat for a few hours.

Tough choice, that. Something she’d have to consider until the superintendent in her building got the damn washer fixed.

Silver grabbed her laundry bag out of the back seat of her car and headed for the side door of the house. 

Wouldn’t it be nice if her parents were out somewhere? Then she could sneak in and out unscathed, leaving nothing but a note and the fresh smell of dryer sheets in her wake. 

As she slipped in the door that led through the garage so she could enter at the back of the house closer to the laundry room, Silver saw her hopes dashed. The big new Mercedes her parents had just bought was parked inside. They were definitely home.

Oh well. It had been nice to dream for a few minutes anyway.

“Mom. Dad. I’m here,” she called out.

“Hello, Susan.”

She cringed at hearing her mother’s voice, hating her lackluster given-name with every fiber of her being.

She’d changed it so she could be an individual. So her name would stand out from the crowd as much as she wanted to. But she’d long ago given up trying to get her parents to call her by her chosen name instead.

Dumping the laundry bag on the floor by the machine, she planned on taking an extra-long time putting the clothes in so she could hide out in the laundry room for a bit.

She refused to feel any shame in avoiding direct contact with her parents. It was better for all involved really, because if they gave her that pursed lipped poor Susan should be married and having babies by now look one more time she’d be up for double homicide. Or patricide. Or whatever it was called. 

“Are you staying for dinner?” Her mother was always trying to feed her.

The woman was somehow convinced Silver was going to starve to death because she lived alone and didn’t have a man to support her. 

Then again, Silver’s fridge was pretty bare. Not for lack of money, but more because she hated grocery shopping about as much as she hated being called Susan.

“I guess. What are you making?” she asked.

“Your favorite. Lasagna.”

Yum. That was her favorite. As long as she was going to stay, at least she’d enjoy the food. 

“So your brother Aaron called.”

Apparently her mom was going to hold a full conversation with her even if they were two rooms apart and it had to be done by shouting.

Silver shook her head but asked, “And?”

“Nothing. He just wanted to say hello and see how we were.”

“Well, all righty then.”
If this was her mother in the prime of her life she could only imagine how pointless the conversation would be when her parents got older and started to lose it.

“Your father wants to make sure you got the oil changed in your car,” her mother continued.

“Not yet,” Silver answered.

“He says you better do it. It’s long overdue.”

“I will. I promise.” She dumped the detergent in and slammed the washer lid shut. Might as well go inside since they could nag her from afar just as easily as face-to-face. 

She found them in matching chairs in the living room. “Hey, Mom. Hey, Dad.”

“Susan, you know the oil is the lifeblood of a car.” 

“I know, Dad.” She also knew her father would never hound her to make sure she took care of her motorcycle the way he did about her car.

Apparently he was hoping she’d forget to change the oil in her bike so the engine would seize and she couldn’t ride it anymore.

Parents were so predictable.

What they refused to accept was that she loved that bike as if it were her baby. When she took it out on weekends or after a long, hard day at work, it made her feel free. Made her feel like the person she really was deep down inside. The person she kept hidden all day at school.

And when she had the spare time and money to get work done on one of her vehicles, given a choice between the two, the bike won every time. Except for this time. If she didn’t get the oil changed in her damn car, her father would never let her hear the end of it.

“How long before dinner?” Her father glanced at his watch and then at her mother and Silver began to fear what was coming next.

“At least another hour. I just put it in the oven a minute ago.”

Silver’s father hoisted himself out of the chair. “I can take your car in now. Jimmy’s open late. He’ll slip it in for me as a favor.”

“Dad, I’ll do it. I swear—”

“I’ll just get it done for you and then it’ll be finished.”

She took a step forward and laid a hand on his arm. “Seriously, I already have an appointment to get it done tomorrow during my lunch hour. I wouldn’t want to have to cancel on them this late.”

“Oh, okay. That’s good. Make sure they check the tire pressure too.”

“I will.” She let out a breath of relief.

Lying to her father had been necessary. If he’d gotten into her car and seen that not only was the oil change five-thousand miles overdue according to the recommendation on the sticker, but also that the check engine light was on, it needed to be inspected before the end of the month and that she couldn’t get it inspected because two of the tires were pretty much bald, he’d have flipped his lid. She’d have had to sit for an hour-long lecture about caring for her vehicle better.

“And I certainly hope you’re taking better care of that deathtrap of a motorcycle you insisted on buying yourself than you are of the car we gave you,” he said.

Meaning the old car they’d driven for years and then given her when she’d turned eighteen when they’d gotten a new one.

Silver sighed at her father’s parting jab but let it go. And yes, she did take better care of her bike. She liked her bike. 

The fib about the car appointment carried them all the way through a fairly happy and uneventful dinner with no more car discussions.

Silver left her parents’ house two and a half hours later with a bag full of clean clothes and a plastic container full of leftover lasagna.

All in all, it had been a good night, even after a slightly rocky start. Her parents ate dinner insanely early, but that was perfect. She got to get out of there and head home to watch some television that she might actually enjoy.

In fact, Silver was in such a good mood she was even singing along with the radio as she sped down the highway between her childhood home and her apartment. That’s probably why she didn’t hear the rattle or the grinding at first. Not until the thick black smoke began to billow from beneath the hood anyway.

Aw, crap.

She couldn’t call her father. Or Aaron for that matter. He’d just tell them. If her parents found out, she was never going to hear the end of this.

Silver pulled over and got out her cell. There was only one hope. Becky, her best friend and cousin, would just have to come and follow her to the nearest service station . . . where the mechanics were going to charge her a small fortune to fix the car.

Crap. She should have gotten that oil changed months ago. She hated when her father was right.
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Chapter 3

In his bedroom at the house, Garret pulled a clean shirt out of the closet. Meanwhile his father was in the kitchen making his romantic dinner for two.

Garret sighed. There’d better be someone out tonight for him to hang with. There had to be. And even if there wasn’t, hell, he’d just eat and drink alone. No problem. It had to be preferable to sitting here with his father and his new girlfriend Molly.

Molly. He couldn’t help but wonder what she looked like.

Had his father picked a woman similar to Garret’s mother? He wasn’t sure if that would make him feel better or worse.

He decided to not find out and get the hell out of there so he’d never know. Hopefully, he could avoid running into this Molly person before he hit the road for North Carolina. Then, with any luck, his father would have moved on by the time he was home next.

Moved on.

Moved on to what? Another woman? That wouldn’t be any better.

And how the hell was his father getting women when Garret had trouble himself? What Chase had said that afternoon on the phone was totally true. Even though Garret would never admit it to anyone—hell, he had trouble admitting it to himself—he did get shot down as often as he scored.

Whatever. That was fine. The chase was half the fun. It was like hunting. What fun would it be if the deer just stood there and waited for the hunter to take aim?

None at all.

The same was true with women. Garret liked scoping out the bar or the audience at the arena. Picking out who he wanted to go for. Trying to get her attention. Winning her over even when she didn’t want anything to do with him—or at least pretended she didn’t.

It wouldn’t be as exciting if they fell over in his bed with their legs spread. 

No challenge. No fun. It sounded like a good argument to him. He’d have to use it next time Chase was acting cocky because he had guaranteed sex with Leesa while Garret was bankrolling some girl’s drink tab trying to woo her into at least a kiss.

Garret ditched the towel he’d wrapped around his waist after getting out of the shower and pulled the fresh shirt on. 

That was another thing. With a female in the house, he’d have to start making sure he was decent all the time. That his door was closed when he was getting dressed. That the bathroom door was locked. That the toilet seat was down. That he wasn’t wandering around in nothing but his underwear.

Things he didn’t do now because it was just him and his father in the house.
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