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      The engine coughed and sputtered its last little bit then died. Much in the way of an actor over-exaggerating on the screen, as if he wanted to keep the camera and the audience on him just as long as he possibly could. Kendria Bonher swore, smacked the steering wheel, only to swear again as pain radiated up her arm, reminding her of the fracture in it. Dread welled up within her as she stole another look in the rearview.

      The road behind her was empty. As was the road before her.

      Tears of frustration gathered in the corners of her eyes. Exhaustion gnawed at her eyelids like hyenas on a carcass. She fought it. She still had to get to Atlanta and disappear in the city.

      Joe would be after her. No doubt. The thought made her gut tense up and sweat to coat her palms.

      “I could really use you just turning over now,” she muttered, in a partial prayer.

      She tried the key to no avail. After checking her surroundings once more, she climbed out onto the two-lane country road. I should have stayed on the interstate. At least a cop would be by occasionally. Although, that could potentially backfire, as well.

      “Can’t even see where I am. Why? Because I have a dead cell phone and a dead car. Am I about to be killed by some crazy inbred family?”

      A rumble broke the relative silence around her. Every muscle in her body went rigid as alarm spiked through her. Had he found her already?

      Fear had rooted her to the ground, the toes of her tennis shoes upon the raised edge of asphalt, her heels upon the dried grass. When a solitary bike roared into view, she breathed a bit easier, well aware Joe wouldn’t travel alone.

      He would send someone out alone, though.

      The motorcycle slowed to a stop before her. Kendria couldn’t hide her shock at the dark-skinned feminine face that met her after the black leather clad rider removed the helmet.

      “Everything all right here?” Her words fell from her lips in a soft drawl.

      Recovering, Kendria shook her head. “Car problems.” And a fractured arm. Would he send a black woman after me? He doesn’t have a lot of women working for him other than in a secretarial manner.

      The woman rolled her bike off the road to the front of Kendria’s car, lowered the kickstand, and swung her leg over. Leaving the helmet on the seat, she came to Kendria’s side, a large smile on her face.

      “We’re not far from Cottonwood Falls. There’s a great mechanic there; he’ll get you all fixed up.”

      “My cell’s dead.”

      “I’ll give him a call and have him meet us at his garage. The day is too hot for me to leave you out here.”

      “I have no wish to be an inconvenience.”

      She waved it away, and Kendria witnessed a brief flash of a tattoo with an anchor and a circle of some sort on it gracing the inside of her left wrist. “Grab what you need. I’m on my way in, anyway, so it’s no inconvenience.”

      Kendria watched her unzip the leather jacket and withdraw a cell phone. At the car, she swiped her purse before reaching into the backseat for her small suitcase. This, she tossed in the trunk. If someone took her bag, she’d merely lose some clothes. Nothing back there to identify her. She did what she could favoring her arm. Her second priority would be to get that looked at.

      “Vance’ll meet us at his garage. I’m Sarah, by the way.”

      “Kendria.”

      Another welcoming smile. “Welcome to Cottonwood Falls. Let’s go.” At the bike, Sarah handed over the helmet. “You take this.”

      “No, I couldn’t.”

      Steel entered her eyes. “You will. Come on.” She swung her leg back over the bike, her black hair falling free. It took her a few moments, and it was below the collar of the jacket.

      Swallowing hard, Kendria walked to the bike, jumping slightly at the large rumble that sliced through the air. She’d never ridden on a motorcycle before. Is it safe? How good of a driver is this woman?

      Drawing the helmet down over her natural curls, she sent up another prayer then awkwardly climbed on.

      “Hold on.”

      She required a short bit to find a position that didn’t bother her arm too much. At Sarah’s prompting, Kendria wrapped her arms around Sarah’s waist. She secured her feet and closed her eyes as they moved back onto the road. The warm wind streaked over her, and she cracked open her eyes. The thrum beneath her was addictive, and she relaxed a bit, determined to enjoy the ride.

      A sign, hand-carved and showing its age, welcomed her to Cottonwood Falls. There were waterfalls on the sign as well as numerous trees. Then, it was gone, and she found herself in a small town. Tree-lined streets, brick storefronts, and people walking around, waving to one another.

      They continued until she recognized an auto shop. Vance’s Auto Repair was the sign before the turn for the drive. She released her grip as the stand was lowered then climbed off. Her legs still trembled with the lingering vibrations from the ride.

      The bike fell silent. “He should be here any moment.”

      Kendria removed the helmet and shook out her hair. “Thank you. You know, for helping me.”

      “We’re friendly around here.” Sarah smiled, softening her expression. “Here, take my card. If you have to stay over while he’s fixing your car or just don’t want to eat alone, give me a call.”

      Taking the offered card, she said, “Thank you.” Captain Sarah Mallery, USMC were the words on the rectangular paper.

      The large dark gray truck rolling in the drive grabbed her attention. Big tires, grill, and it looked like a winch on the front.

      “Here he is,” Sarah said, heading toward the vehicle.

      Kendria followed slower. The door swung open, and a man jumped down. Her breath caught. Shit. If I knew this was what country boys looked like, I wouldn’t have been so skeptical. This man, while Caucasian, had a rich tan skin. Arms with defined biceps and triceps pushed against the sleeves of his light gray shirt. This Vance is hot.

      Sarah stepped with ease into his embrace and shared a hug. Kendria neared and waited. The man peered beyond Sarah and pinned his dark hazel eyes on Kendria.

      Another sensation hit her, different from before, beginning in the pit of her stomach and spreading with warmth throughout her entire body.

      Her world eked to a slow crawl. Even passing vehicles barely registered. Even when she first met Joe, her response hadn’t been this way. The pounding of her heart thundered in her ears, her mouth grew dry, and her pussy set up a clamor demanding attention.

      “Vance, this is Kendria. Kendria, Vance, the best mechanic in Cottonwood Falls.”

      His blatant perusal of her only fanned the raging inferno surging unchecked. She licked her lips, pleased at the way his gazed darkened as his pupils dilated.

      “Vance,” he said, offering his hand.

      “Not like I didn’t just get done saying that,” Sarah drolled. “I’m going to make myself scarce, not that anyone here cares.”

      Kendria put her hand in Vance’s, and her knees nearly buckled at the force of her visceral reaction. Holy shit. “Kendria.”

      Strong and callused, his grip engulfed hers.

      “Where’s your car?”

      His question rattled around for a moment before she had enough sense to respond. “Outside of town about ten miles.”

      “Let’s go take a look at it.” He released her hand and gestured to the tow truck parked by the building.

      “Okay.”

      He held the door for her, and she shuddered as his masculine scent combined with the freshness of a roaring waterfall floated around her.

      “Just passing through?” he asked, hopping up behind the wheel.

      “I was.”

      “A shame. Cottonwood Falls is a great small town. Where are you heading?”

      Her nerves kicked up, and she wrung her hands. He cleared her throat, and she forced herself to hold still.

      “Just making small talk, is all. Sorry to make you uncomfortable. I don’t bite.” He looked in her direction with a grin dripping with sexuality and decadent promise. “Unless you ask me to.”

      Her clit throbbed, and she struggled to find moisture for her throat. “I’ll keep that in mind.” Her lighthearted teasing fell away at the sight of the tinted windowed car behind her dead one.

      “You are about to panic. Those men after you?” He slowed the big tow truck.

      She had to answer him or he would think she was certifiable. “Yes.” Her voice was small and shaky. A fact she despised.

      “Avert your head and put on the ball cap.” He slid his across the seat after removing it from his head. Vance wheeled about in the road and backed up the rest of the way, giving her more of a chance to cover up.

      “Stay here,” he ordered, hopping out.

      She had no intention of going anywhere. As much as she could, she observed him. He’d not pressed the issue of them being after her. Just went with it.

      She couldn’t explain her relief at that.

      

      Vance strode toward the Chevy Impala. Only a couple years old, there were a few rust spots on the blue paint. Rental. “Can I help you gentlemen?” he asked, drawing on his gloves as he neared.

      “Where’s the person who was driving this car?” One of the trio—the tallest—barked his question.

      “No idea.” He made a perusal around the car, wanting to inspect the tires and tow ability or if he’d have to return with his flatbed. Looked well enough to tow.

      The man crossed his arms as Vance returned to his truck for the sling. “So, who’s in the truck with you?”

      Vance lifted an eyebrow. “My woman.” He turned on the motor.

      “Who did you say?” he yelled.

      Vance responded in kind. “My woman.” He made sure his voice carried over the motor to both the men waiting and the woman in the truck.

      The shortest of the trio walked toward him, his swagger laughable. Napoleon complex. Vance just began hooking up the car. When he stood, he smiled a bit at the blonde who climbed out of the patrol car behind the trio’s vehicle.

      “Hey, Vance,” she called out.

      “Deputy,” he said easily.

      She approached them, one hand resting easily on the butt of her sidearm. Not threatening, just broadcasting awareness and readiness.

      “What’s going on here?”

      “I was just telling these men I hadn’t any clue whose car it was I just got the tow call.”

      Deputy Vicki Boshay, bless her, never missed a beat. “I heard the sheriff asked you to tow it.” Her attention migrated back to the men. “There a reason y’all are around the vehicle? Is it yours?”

      “We’re looking for our friend.” Middle height man rocked back on his heels as he responded. “Is there anything in the car?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Vicki said.

      Vance continued hooking it up.

      “Why not?” the same one asked.

      Vance watched with growing interest. Vicki rubbed her thumb along the corner of her mouth.

      “You said a friend. So if, in fact, this is their car, you can’t have their things. That would be stealing.”

      They all shared looks.

      Tall man cleared his throat. “What else is around here?”

      “Cottonwood Falls is about ten miles that way. Where are you men from?” she questioned.

      “Baltimore.”

      “Really?” She made a point to stare at the California license plate.

      “It’s a rental.”

      “So, you flew in?” Vance joined the conversation.

      “No, drove. Through Atlanta.”

      “So, you don’t know what’s around here but claim to have arrived from Baltimore via Atlanta?” At their nods, Vicki continued, “I find that interesting and definitely suspect. See, most folks who get to Cottonwood Falls from Atlanta approach from the other side of town and would have already been through it at this particular juncture.

      “What about your girlfriend?” Tall Man asked. “Has she seen that car around in your town? And possibly the driver?”

      “Let me go ask her.” Vance ran over Vicki’s question in his mind. She had a point there. They should have come from the other side of town.

      He strode up to the passenger door and opened it. Kendria watched him from below the brim of the cap he’d loaned her. She’d shoved all her bouncy hair under it. He longed to knock the hat off and sink his hands into the curls. She’d also tugged on his long-sleeved shirt. While upset it hid her tank top, he couldn’t argue he approved of her wearing his clothing.

      “Come on down.” Vance reached up for her hand. Her panicked gaze had him feeling like a tool. “You’re staying with me, right here. They wanted to know if my woman had seen the car in town. You need to step out and look. You’re hidden enough they won’t recognize you, especially in my hat and shirt.”

      “Your woman?” Her words, accentless, dragged over his skin soft as silk and encased his cock in titanium.

      He helped her down, her curves sliding against him. Blood pounded in his ears, and he took a deep breath for control. Bad idea. She smelled like a grove of dogwood trees in full bloom.

      “Yes,” he forced the word out. He turned her to face the car and pointed. “Chin up, kitten. Almost through it. Shake your head no.”

      She complied and turned back to climb in. He stopped her before she could swing her legs over. “You okay?”

      He noticed lingering pain in her eyes before it was replaced by impishness. She captured her lower lip in her teeth as her gaze flirted with his mouth. Kendria slid to the seat’s edge, wrapped her arms around him, as well as hooking her legs about his waist, and kissed him.

      His entire world shifted with that one kiss. Their tongues dueled as tastes mingled. A groan rippled up from his throat as he held her tighter, pressing her breasts against him. As he wanted to without clothing between them.

      Her eyes twinkled when she retreated. “Damn,” she muttered.

      “That’s one way to put it.” He cupped the back of her head and enjoyed another hard kiss that did nothing in the way of relieving the pressure his jeans were under because of the state of his cock. Striding back over, he ignored Vicki’s shocked expression. “She said no, she didn’t recognize it.”

      “Guess we’ll keep looking than,” Middle Man spoke.

      Vicki popped in a piece of gum. “Drive safe now.”

      Together, they watched them pile in their Jaguar and head toward Cottonwood Falls.

      “So, who is she, Vance?” Vicki headed for his truck. She opened the door and looked up at Kendria.

      “Kendria,” he said. “Deputy Boshay.”

      “Who are those men?” Vicki put the question to her.

      “Very unpleasant ones.”

      “Are those the ones you’re running from?” he questioned, slipping up close to her and placing a hand on her thigh. The toned muscles below his hand twitched then settled.

      “In a manner of speaking. They work for the one who is.”

      Vicki frowned. “Did you go to the cops in California?”

      “No. He owns them. I left.”

      Kendria fidgeted until he covered her hand with his. Protective instincts were alive and well in him. Something about her got to him on a deeper level than any woman previously had.

      “You’ll be safe here. Vicki, I have to get the car back and see what’s wrong with it.”

      “Right. Call me if they return.” She stepped back. “I’ll alert the sheriff and Tim.” In a lower tone, for his ears only, she said, “I hope you know what you’re doing, Vance.”

      He hoped so, as well.

      Back in the truck, he stared at Kendria for a moment. When her shapely eyebrows went up, he reached out for the lapels on his shirt and yanked her to him. His mouth ate her groan. When her body rested against him, soft and subtle, he slowly set her back from him.

      “I much prefer the look of desire on your face to the fear I saw earlier. You’re safe now,” he promised. He dragged his fingers along her jaw. “From them. I make no promises about me.”

      Her pupils dilated, and her nostrils flared. She didn’t move away, just held his gaze. “Good.”

      He forced himself to remain where he was and not claim her on the most intimate of ways. Yes, he got it—this was purely lust, something between them on a molecular level. Then again, there was something else there, as well.

      “Why are you running away and from where? I know they’re not from Baltimore and am inclined to believe Vicki when she said California.”

      “I told you,” she said as he shifted into gear.

      He grunted. “You gave the skeleton version. There’s more to it. You have almost nothing if there’s a bag at all in your car. And, it’s one that has seen better days. It’s a rental; I know that much.” She lifted her chin defiantly. He gave her a smile. “No harm intended, Kendria. I was merely observing.”

      “Is there a hotel in town?”

      “Yes. Want me to drop you off?” He made the offer, despite not wanting to let her go.

      “Please. I think I could use a nap.”

      The image of her naked in the sheets had him choking the wheel until his knuckles turned white beneath their tan.

      “Sure thing.” His voice was so graveled even he had a hard time recognizing it. “I’ll know exactly where to find you.”
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      Kendria stood beneath the pulsing spray of the shower and allowed herself to cry. Her frustration had crested and flowed over like lava from a spewing volcano.

      Why can’t he leave me alone? Even as she asked, she knew the answer. Joe wasn’t a man who would be letting things go. He hated to lose.

      “Not that I was ever his to begin with.” Didn’t matter. Joe had his own crazy world of thoughts. She turned her back and stepped into the water streams once more. A sound reached her, and it had her shaking her head. “I’m getting jumpy.”

      Wrapped in the large towel, she left the bathroom, and walked out to sit on the bed. Once there, she reached for her purse. A twinge in her arm reminded her of her injury and the fact she’d yet to attend to it. “Damn it.”

      She flipped through her wallet and checked out her money situation.

      Thank God for being frugal.

      She left it sitting there and padded to her small suitcase. Two outfits. “This ain’t going to cut it.”

      Dressing in jeans, t-shirt, and her tennis shoes without socks this time, she went to the door and opened it. Her heart kicked up at the sight of the jacked up truck she’d first seen moments before she’d gotten her first look at Vance. Casting her gaze around, she searched for him among those in the parking lot.

      “Looking for me?”

      She gasped and barely bit back squeal. He leaned against the wall, a piece of grass in his mouth.

      “Come to deliver bad news?” He lifted a dark eyebrow. “About the car,” she amended.

      He grinned. “Yep. You’re stuck here.”

      She sent him a playful scowl, loving how he could make her forget anything but him. “Really?”

      “At least until I’m done with you.”

      Words that held a much deeper but not-so-subtle meaning. She propped herself against the doorframe, grateful it was her uninjured arm. “Sounds menacing.” He made her smile and relax. Feel safe. And desirable. All experiences she wanted more of.

      “Are you scared?”

      “Not even remotely.” And, those words had never been truer. With him, she hadn’t the slightest bit of fear. She leaned in closer, allowing his rich scent to fill her nostrils. “Are you?”

      He raked his gaze over her, sending more moisture to her needy pussy. The grin that kicked up his lips didn’t help.

      “Hell, no. Anticipatory.”

      She concurred. “So, what’s wrong with my car?”

      “Nothing much. I’ll have it up and running in a few days.”

      “So, you’re just telling me—”

      “You’re stuck. Come on.”

      She exited her room, purse in hand. “I could use some clothing. I don’t have enough to be here for a few days.”

      He stepped up close to her, lips brushing her ear. “I have a shirt you’d look perfect in. Maybe even two.”

      His warm breath gave her shivers. Her nipples drew tight, and she nearly tripped over her feet. He snaked an arm around her middle, bringing her back against him. More specifically his hard cock.

      “A shirt or two? No pants? Boxers?” She cast a teasing glance at him over her shoulder. “Are you a boxers or briefs man? Possibly commando?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough. I’m fine with you wearing nothing but my shirts. No panties at all.”

      “Presumptutious.”

      “Confident.” He walked beside her. “Do you eat pizza?”

      “Of course, who doesn’t eat pizza?” Her mouth watered at the thought of some hot, fresh slices.

      He shrugged. “Just asking first. Good, I have some in the truck.”

      Sure enough, a large box sat on the passenger seat. She lifted it and climbed up, favoring her arm as best she could without giving anything away. The seat beneath her was warm.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Garage. I have some more work to finish up. I just stopped to grab some food.” He hurried around and got the engine started.

      “Never eaten in a garage before.” She readjusted her grip on the box. “Don’t know if I’ve ever been in one.”

      “What about having your car fixed?”

      “Mostly I was driven around. Or used one of Joe’s cars. They were always maintained.”

      “Joe.” He frowned. “Tell me you’re not married.”

      She expelled a sharp breath. “God, no. That’s why I was…am running. He thinks I’m his. I disagree.”

      He slowed for a corner. “If he’s sending men, he must not listen to ‘no’ well.”

      “That’s putting it mildly. He hears what he wants to and doesn’t handle the word ‘no’ very well. Okay, not well at all.”

      “Is he abusive?”

      She fiddled with the box. “Not yet. At least not to me. Again, yet. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared. I saw him use one his own men as a punching bag for daring to disagree with him. I liked—liked—him well enough. I have no desire to marry him. I can’t image what he’d be like as a husband. He went after a coworker for giving me a hug. Dale is happily married, and even if he wasn’t, Joe had no right.”

      Vance pulled into his shop and parked the truck. She watched him climb out and move around the hood of the vehicle. The man had swagger. No way to deny that.

      He opened her door and beckoned to her with one outstretched hand. She placed her palm in his, allowing him to assist her down before he swiped the box from her.

      She walked beside him to a door where she waited for him unlock it. The interior had a light on in the corner, and she lingered by the entrance as he shut off the alarm.

      “Come on, kitten.” He dragged a chair out from the desk and patted it.

      She approached. “That’s the second time you’ve called me that. Kitten?”

      He flashed a perfect grin. “Timid at times and hiding what I’m sure are razor sharp claws.”

      She took a seat and observed him as he withdrew two mugs from a cupboard then filled them from the water bottle stand before setting them in front of her.

      “Thank you, and I’m not sure about the claws.”

      His grin set free another flock of birds in her belly. “Don’t wait on my account; jump on in.”

      She flipped the lid back and groaned at the explosion of aroma that poured free, over her senses like a free fall ride at an amusement park. She reached for a piece, whimpering in ecstasy when the hot cheese met her tongue.

      He dragged a chair to her and sat. “I’m officially jealous of the way you’re staring at that pizza.”

      She sucked some sauce off her thumb after popping a piece of pepperoni. “Surprised you noticed me looking at anything with all your eye candy looking at us.”

      “You want to pose for me? I’d be more than happy to cover the walls with pics of you.”

      “I’ll pass, thanks.” She ate the rest of her slice.

      
        
        αβ

      

      

      Vance stared across the garage from beneath the hood of Kendria’s Impala. She slept on his couch, beneath his shirt—the one she’d put on earlier. He hadn’t figured her out yet. She was complex, his kitten. The top layer of her had him more intrigued than he’d been in many a day. Still, she had more than he’d peeled away thus far.

      The pizza had been consumed with laughter and increased sexual tension between them. She was a vibrant woman until she thought about the man named Joe.

      Staring back under the hood, he adjusted the last spark plug. The car, wherever she’d gotten it from, had been worse than he’d first assumed. Oil hadn’t been changed in so long it had seized up the motor. The battery had crapped out, and she had been lucky to avoid an accident, for the brake pads were non-existent.

      The outside had been covering up a wealth of internal issues. It now had new tires, brake pads, and he’d taken care of the rest of the things he could until the other items arrived. If she were leaving, he couldn’t in good conscience allow her to leave in a subpar vehicle.

      It is a Chevy, but I’ll look past that.

      Backing away, he wiped off his hands and turned his attention back to the sleeping woman. He wanted her in his bed. Or against the wall, on the desk. A combination of them. Anywhere so long as the end result was him balls deep inside her pussy with her crying his name in passion. He adjusted his pants in a meager effort to relieve pressure on his cock.

      She stirred on the cushions, her expression morphing into something unpleasant. Her fingers clutching then splaying on the shirt covering her. When her mouth opened to emit louder cries, he approached, wanting to wake her from the nightmare.

      “Wake up, kitten.” He crouched beside her.

      “No!” She screamed and lurched back, eyes flying open. Fear swirled in their depths.

      “Easy, there.” He reached out to her, breathing easier when she grasped his hand. Her bruising grip couldn’t hide the tremors rocking her. “You’re safe. It was just a nightmare.”

      Her chest rose and fell with her attempt to obtain oxygen. He didn’t try to get her to loosen her grip on him; he could take it. Hopping on his haunches to resettle, he used his free hand to cradle the nape of her neck. He moved his thumb along the silken, damp skin there.

      “Deep breaths,” he advised. He demonstrated, waiting for her to follow his lead. “That’s right,” he encouraged.

      She released him and sat upright, his shirt falling to her lap. “Sorry. My nights have been sporadic, at best.”

      He flexed his grip on her neck when she began to move away, keeping her in place. “When was the last time you got a good solid night’s sleep?”

      “A few weeks.”

      She moved her arm and gasped before breathing hard.

      “What’s wrong?” When she shook her head, he scowled at her.

      “I have a fractured arm. I think.”

      He leaned back, blinking as shock smashed into him. “And what, you were just going to ignore it?”

      “Yes. It’s a fracture. It’s not broken. So, it’ll heal.”

      Was she kidding? “I’m taking you to the hospital.” He pushed to his feet. “No arguments.” She shook her head. He struggled to control the fury streaking through him. “Did he do this?”

      “What?”

      Vance realized how deep his voice had been. “Did he do this to you?”

      “No.” She grabbed his arm. “I promise. I was in such a hurry that I fell.” She gave him a smile. “I’ll get it looked at later.”

      “Fuck that. We’re going now.”

      She gave a vehement shake of her head. “I can’t.”

      “The fuck you can’t. You will. You need it checked out.”

      He berated himself the entire time he escorted her out of the garage and to the hospital’s emergency room. While she got checked out, he leaned against the wall and waited. A few people he knew said hi as they went by, but other than a brief reply, he maintained his vigil over Kendria.

      “She’ll be fine,” the doc said as she was finishing up.

      Kendria left to go to the bathroom, and he asked, “Was there evidence of abuse?”

      Dr. Davis shook her head. “Abuse?”

      “Bruising around the fracture. Other healing injuries?”

      “There’s a bruise deep, but I would have a hard time contradicting the claim of falling with one of direct trauma.” Her left hand went up. “Don’t ask me anymore. I’m not giving you more on her.”

      Vance understood she couldn’t, but damn it, he wanted to know. Kendria returned, her arm sporting a split now. He immediately stepped closer to Kendria. “How are you feeling?”

      Her smile did funny things to his gut.

      “Great. I told you I was fine.”

      “Come on,” he said, reaching out his hand, nearly preening when she took it. “We’re going home.”

      “I have a hotel room,” she said as they strode for the doors.

      “What a coincidence. I have rooms at my place.”

      At his truck, he slid her over the driver’s seat to the middle then climbed in after her.

      “I paid for a hotel,” she reminded him.

      “And, it will be there tomorrow.” He left the hospital lot and drove to his two-bedroom ranch. Once they’d parked in the garage, he hopped out.

      She joined him at his beckoning gesture. Her eyes held a tiny bit of humor. “How do you know I’m not a crazy psycho who will kill you in bed?”

      He winked as he trapped her between him and the truck. “Kitten, I have no doubt you will. But, believe me, I promise you will be experiencing something similar in bed.”

      Her tongue snuck out and wet her lips. “What if I said, fine, take me now?”

      He pressed against her. Dipping his head, he inhaled deeply, moving along her exposed skin along her collar and neck. “I’m just a man, kitten.” He flicked his tongue across her skin, unsure why he was torturing himself. “As much as I want you, and it’s obvious I do, when I take you”—another swipe of his tongue—“I want you well rested before I remove your clothing, inch by tempting inch, to lick you”—another lingering drag—“from head to toe until I spread your legs.”

      Vance’s pants were in danger of slicing off his cock’s circulation. She gripped his waistband, nails scoring his sides, adding to the pressure in his jeans and the need clawing at him.

      “Then, once—and only once—I satisfy my thirst for the cream from your pussy will I slide my cock between those lips and fuck you.”

      Her lips trembled as her breaths shortened in length and increased in speed. Her pupils had nearly consumed the richness of her irises. Nostrils flared in time with the panting breaths.

      He skimmed the whorl of her ear with his teeth. “And fuck you.”

      The mewl that slipped free almost broke through his resolve.

      “Tonight, you sleep.” He went to step back, and her grip tightened.

      “Why are you doing this? Helping me?”

      “Because I have a little—okay, younger—sister, and I’d like to believe, if she were in need, someone would assist her.”

      “Including offering to fuck her?”

      Vance growled. “Not listening to that.”

      Her swift kiss surprised him. “I could be a younger sister, you know, and my brothers would be hoping like you.”

      “No way.”

      “What? I can’t have brothers?”

      “Kitten, you’re running from a man who scares you. No way you have brothers, older or younger. Not worth their salt, though. If that was my sister, she wouldn’t be scared. I may be in prison, but no way my sister is living in fear.”

      “She’s lucky to have you as her brother. Where is she?”

      He kissed the tip of her nose before guiding her to the door. “John Hopkins.”

      “Working or a patient?” He heard the hope in her question.

      “Working. She’s in pediatrics.”

      “That’s awesome.”

      “Pretty proud of her.” Inside, he led her to the bedroom and pointed through to the bathroom. “There’s a toothbrush and toothpaste in there.” He moved to his bureau and withdrew a t-shirt. “Clean shirt, and the sheets are clean. Sleep well, kitten.”

      He walked to the door and paused, gripping the frame. His decision to leave her there alone warred with him.

      “Vance?” Her voice wove around him like the most decadent temptation in the world.

      “Yes?”

      “Are you sleeping elsewhere? Instead of sharing your bed with me?”
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      It had to be the overwhelming haze created by her exhaustion, lingering pain, and the mere fact this man made her think crazy. It’s my only excuse for the question even formulating in my mind. Much less for allowing it to escape.

      He stood in the doorway, the arm up to the frame, flexed, showcasing his strength. She wanted him with a fervor she’d yet to experience with a man.

      Lust? Of course, she wasn’t foolish enough to believe it was anything other than a primal reaction. But, she also couldn’t ignore how he’d helped and treated her.

      He peered over his shoulder, burning her with the heat of his hazel gaze. There was more than heat there. His gaze was more effective than a brand pressed to her flesh. Her heart skipped a few beats before settling in a rhythm, not a slow one, but at least a consistent one.

      “You’re exhausted. Recovering from a fractured arm. The last thing you need is me in bed with you.” His words were so low and graveled they were difficult to decipher.
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