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Chapter 1
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Please, God. "Just one tiny space." Hands slick with perspiration, Alyssa Barnes clutched the steering wheel, forcing back rising panic. Now on lap six, she was willing to scrape a fender. She glanced longingly at the brownstone sanctuary as it flashed by again, reassuring light spilling from sturdy windows, the imposing grandeur whispering you'll be safe here. Through countless Boston nor'easters it had stood unscathed.    

One damned person. To run out for milk. Tampons. Anything. "Someone get a pizza," she muttered, desperation beginning to fog the windows in her claustrophobic car. A thick cloud cover made the shadowed night even darker. Teeth working her lip, she startled when she tasted blood. Hold it together, Barnes.

She circled the block again. "Two more," she negotiated. Releasing a shaky breath, she acknowledged the need to pee. In a wrestling match with a knotted, empty stomach, her bladder was winning. "If you don't find a spot—you'll walk. And nothing will happen." 

Lap seven. "No one knows about this place." It was off the radar. Matt's rental was safe. It had to be. She couldn't go home.  A shiver tremored through her. She didn't want to endanger Mom and Sean. "You could call Sean," she conceded. Her mother's boyfriend would know what to do. There was nowhere else to-  

Clammy with sweat, she jerked the wheel into the space that hadn't been there four minutes earlier. "Thank you, God." Relief made her lightheaded as she gathered her purse and briefcase. Now . . . she just had to make it inside. 

***
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DAMN. SHE'D CIRCLED the block fifty times. Camouflaged by the cluster of sycamores, he shook his head. A missed opportunity. She was distracted. Afraid. Working herself up to paranoid. Not bad—but not enough. He wanted her desperate. Erratic. Losing her shit. When Little Miss Reliable finally snapped, he wanted her running. AWOL from work. When she was finally went missing, he wanted co-workers commenting how much she'd changed in recent weeks . . .  

Until then, he was relegated to waiting. Watching. Dicking her around until she crumbled. His orders: no trace. When she made a run for it, he could finish this. Somewhere isolated. Low traffic. He knew the perfect location. He scratched his beard and smiled. If they ever found her . . . there wouldn't be much left. 

He checked his watch. Thirty minutes 'til sit-rep. His vantage point provided a clear view as she exited her car. Approaching him, she glanced over her shoulder, clutching her briefcase like a shield. Not gonna help, babe. He smothered a chuckle when she tripped on the curb. His gaze tracked her as she stumbled up the walk to the ivy-covered brownstone and disappeared inside. He waited until a light winked on in the empty apartment upstairs. Six minutes. "The elevator must be out again." 

People were so predictable. She might last a week in her brother's empty rental . . . maybe less if he stepped things up. How many more places could she run? 

***
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A QUIET STILLNESS GREETED her as Alyssa dropped her key in the bowl in the darkened foyer, muting the panic tremoring through her. "You're safe—for now." She avoided glancing to the windows. The previous night she'd sat in the dark, engaging her paranoia. Staring out the windows at . . . nothing. She'd wasted an hour . . . believing someone was out there. But everything looked suspicious in the dark. Especially when she didn't know what she was looking for.  

Dinner. Netflix. Bed. Stifling a chuckle, she released a steadying sigh as her control slowly returned. Win a dream date with Alyssa Barnes! "What a catch."

A warm shower and two glasses of wine later, she collapsed on the couch. Shivering from nerves, she tugged a blanket over her shoulders. Tomorrow, she'd pick up a few groceries. During daylight. She could park close if she was home by four. But what about work days—when her hours stretched into the night? 

Maybe go to Mom's? "Yeah—lead the danger right to them." She toasted her brilliance with another sip, her thoughts drifting to what she was missing. This was the week she'd promised to babysit for Matt and Julie. Her brother's DEA conference in Hawaii meant a precious week with her nephew. She smirked at the thought of her brother and Jules in a tropical paradise. Aside from calling six times a day checking on the baby, Matt's idea of a vacation likely consisted of sleeping around the clock to chip away at their six month sleep deficit, with an occasional effort toward baby number two.

Stifling a yawn, Alyssa flipped through several days worth of mail she'd crammed in her backpack. The manila envelope received a second glance before she tossed it aside, too distracted to concentrate on anything. 

Giving in to the urge to wallow, she set her wine glass aside and grabbed the bottle. When she agreed to babysit a month earlier, the thought of a week with her nephew had her eagerly counting the days. Her heart had been captured by a  drooling, blue-eyed six-month-old in a way no adult male had in the last decade. 

And she was missing it. Alyssa chugged from the cheap merlot. She could've been there now—cuddling Tommy. Instead, she was hiding. In an empty apartment filmed in dust. A beautiful, empty apartment. Tilting her head, she admired the intricate pattern on the tin ceiling. Matt's rental held all the Victorian charm her cookie-cutter apartment lacked. Her broken-into-twice cookie cutter apartment . . .  

Her gaze turned to the stained glass window but the transom blurred to watercolors as her eyes filled again. She'd wanted to avoid the obvious conclusion. Had pleaded; prayed; argued with herself to ignore the similarities. But, they were there—knotting her stomach. Prickling the back of her neck. Whispering in her ear. He was back.    

Her mother and Sean had taken over the babysitting gig. She'd lied—telling them Mayor Robbins needed her to work this weekend. Alyssa sniffed loudly, breaking the heavy stillness. "You can't cry." Her watery voice broke as she gave in to the week-long urge to lose it. With no witnesses, a meltdown didn't technically count. 

The scrape of a key in the lock sent her pulse into overdrive. Panic launched her from the couch, sending the mail flying. Gaze locked on the door, her heart leaped to her throat. Had he found her again?  

Fighting the slithering chill of panic, she crossed the room at a run. Could she move the heavy foyer table? Was there time? As quietly as possible, she re-locked the deadbolt. On the other side of the oaken barrier, someone was breathing hard from the four flight climb. The elevator had been out again.  

"What the hell-"

The peephole confirmed her intruder was bent over the lock, examining it closely.

His annoyance carried through the door as he unlocked the deadbolt again. Alyssa threw the bolt again, before glancing back through the living room. With a clarity borne of fear, her brain calculated the time it would take to sprint all the way back to the kitchen where she'd left her phone. 

Keep an eye on the intruder? Or call the police and barricade herself in the guestroom? Could she use the fire escape? Do something, Alyssa.    

"Who's in there?" The stranger unlocked the deadbolt for the third time and pushed the door before she could flip the lock. All that remained in the two inch zone between them was a flimsy chain. A large, masculine hand squeezed into the space created by the chain, clearly intent on slipping it free. Heart careening off the wall of her chest, Alyssa's legs finally made the decision for her paralyzed brain. 

Close the damned door. 

She reached it just as the intruder's fingers began coaxing the chain along the slide. In stark contrast to her mounting terror, a low, husky, reasonable? voice complained about the inconvenience he was suffering at the end of a long trip. As he finessed the last, fragile barrier, she flung herself against the door and heard a howl of agony. When he shoved hard from the other side, the force of his strength knocked her back against the umbrella stand. Unrelenting, she threw her shoulder back against the door. Through the paneled wood under her ear, his reasonableness had shifted to a pain-laced string of profanity. When his trapped hand flailed against her breast, she shrieked in protest. 

And sank her teeth into a thick, callused finger. 

Alyssa heard him shout before he wrenched free and sent her tumbling to the slate tiles. Stifling a moan when her butt connected with the stone floor, she watched helplessly as the trespasser's fingers snapped the chain free and the door swung open.  

"Who the hell are you?"

She snatched an umbrella from the stand leaning drunkenly against the wall and scrambled to her feet. "Stay back. The police are on their way," she lied. Clamping her teeth together to keep from shivering, she parried with the umbrella, prepared to thrust it into the giant's ribs if necessary. 

Dear sweet God, she was in trouble. Alyssa's gaze slid to the door. In his anger, the intruder had kicked it wide open. 

She could escape. 

Go for help. 

Mrs. Coletti was one floor down. But that meant . . . leaving her keys. Phone. Money. Hell—shoes. 

Lord, he was huge . . . and hairy. Her stomach recoiled at the memory of another bearded stranger—her limbs momentarily paralyzed. Not helping, her brain shrieked. She slammed her mind back into focus.

"I may not be able to kill you. . ." She jabbed the air between them. Could it be the same guy? Had he found her already? "But I'll make damn sure you're bleeding internally before I finish." Her bravado appeared to be lost on him. The giant simply stood there . . . dumbfounded, clutching his forearm with a large hand.

She tried again. "Leave quietly . . . before someone gets hurt."  

Advancing another step into the foyer, he dropped a monstrous canvas duffel to the floor. If she hadn't been terrified, Alyssa would've sworn a cloud of dust bloomed from the bag. 

Gray eyes glared at her from a thicket of dark, curly hair. "Fourteen months in the desert and not a friggin' scratch. Two minutes in my doorway and you've jammed my wrist." 

His door- Did he think she was a moron? "Nice try."

"I know where I live." When he took a step closer Alyssa raised the umbrella to chest level.

"Another step and this will be lodged in your chest," she warned. 

"Can we negotiate a truce?" He raked a hand through the tumbleweed hair. "Obviously, there's been a mistake-"

She glanced beyond him to the empty, silent hallway. Why was there never a nosy neighbor around when you needed one? "I don't want to hurt you . . ."

***
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"SERIOUSLY?" TJ RAISED his gaze to the ceiling and prayed for patience. The patina on his refurbished tin ceiling sent pleasure streaming through him. Finally, something familiar. Fourteen months he'd waited for—hell, he'd dreamed of walking through that door. 

After humping halfway around the world, he was thirty feet from the bed he hadn't slept in for more than a year. Any other time and he probably could have found the situation funny. A spiky-haired midget . . . Like the first line to a bad joke. A spiky haired midget with an umbrella was preventing him from entering his apartment. With a raspy, sexy voice that reminded him . . . Jeez—how many years had it been since he'd thought of her? "This is my apartment."

"You have the wrong floor. Next time try a designated driver."

He eyed the nearly empty wine bottle on the—on his coffee table. "I think maybe it's you who's been drinking." Just what he needed—a drunk, squatting pixie copping an attitude. A scary thought flashed through his sleep-deprived brain. If Matt had sublet his place, TJ would strangle him with the one good hand he had left. His gaze shifted from flashing sapphire eyes to his bleeding finger. "You up to date on all your shots there, Sheba?"

Her spine stiffened—and hell if she didn't take a step closer, tightening an already white-knuckled grip on her umbrella. The flutter of activity behind her eyes suggested she was contemplating braining him with it. 

"Who do you think you're talking to, Shaggy?"

She broke off, startled when her phone pinged from somewhere in the kitchen. His kitchen. 

"That's probably the police."

Liar. Her nervous glance gave her away. "Maybe you should answer it." TJ's frustration lessened only slightly when he acknowledged her expression held a healthy dose of fear. "I can call the cops, too, you know." 

Cradling his useless arm, he kicked the duffel far enough into the foyer so he could close the door. He wondered how long she'd been squatting in his apartment. Why hadn't Matt been checking on it? 

"I'm not leaving a stranger in the living room," Blue Eyes announced, umbrella clutched like a damned sword. 

Torn between the desire for her phone and the need to monitor the strange guy in the living room, she backed her way across the room, her brain clearly on fire plotting her next move. 

Fatigue crested over him like a tidal wave. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what she was thinking. Pixie would grab her phone and lock herself in the bedroom. His bedroom. Where he wanted to collapse so badly he could practically feel the mattress. Sleep was a drug he craved. Hell, he’d fantasized about the smell of crisp, cotton sheets. Which—hopefully he'd changed before the last time he left. 

"Who are you?" 

In that moment, he forgot the twin teeth marks embedded in his throbbing finger and ignored the jolting wash of pain in his wrist that had sweat breaking out on his upper lip. She was trembling with reaction. All because he'd scared the bejeezus out of her. 

"Name's O'Brien." He muttered, softening his stance in the vain hope it might speed the process on getting her the hell out of his place. Fair or not—ridiculous or not—he'd been on a military transport for the last sixteen hours. If she dragged the cops out here . . . he may as well kiss off the rest of the night. It was bad enough he'd have to splint his arm and bandage his finger where she'd taken a chunk out of him before he could finally crash—likely on the damn sofa—the way his luck appeared to be running. But messing with the cops would take hours. "There's a phone on the dresser in the front bedroom. Cops are on speed dial . . . number 3, in case you're interested." 

Pixie froze in her tracks. "How do you-" 

"4B is my apartment." TJ suspected the conversation should be making more sense, but his brain was clouding faster than a desert sandstorm.  

"It can't be."  

TJ read the sudden flash of inspiration in her eyes. "You wanna see some ID before you go callin' the cops?"  

She took a step closer, umbrella still levelled at his chest.

He bit back a smile. She was the essence of wild contrasts—all big eyes and sexy hair. Smelling better than anything his nose had come in contact with for a year. But that bar had been set pretty low. Though he had her by a foot in height, she’d brought him to his knees when she sank her teeth into his finger. Although she'd only managed that miracle, he felt the urge to quantify, because she'd caught him off guard. Still, you had to admire a woman with canines like a Rottweiler.

"My brother-"

The husky little catch in her voice crawled down his spine. Again, he experienced a flash of familiarity as she cautiously approached. When she'd attacked, her eyes had burned like molten sapphires. Now, they reminded him more of the dusky, purple violets Mama Lou grew on the windowsill.  

"If Barnes sublet my place-" TJ scratched his tangled beard, frustration mounting. He should've been horizontal by now. How the hell was he supposed to know when Matt had a woman stashed there? "We had a deal, that bast-"

"D-did you-" She froze. "You know Matt?" 

The mouse squeak in her voice pierced the exhaustion shrouding his brain. "Yeah—Matt Barnes. Friend and landlord. You know him?"

Beautiful eyes flashed with relief. "Yes, I-"

"If he told you I wasn't coming back . . .  you've been misled." TJ wasn't about to allow his tiny opponent the opportunity to gain any ground. "I paid a full year's rent last year before I shipped out. We had an agreement. If I got held up longer, Matt was supposed to let it slide until I could square it with him."

"Matt's . . . on vacation-" She inched toward the kitchen, gaze searching for her phone.

"Perfect." Translation—he'd be stuck unraveling his best friend's screw-up. And in this situation, the squatter usually won. Trapped in his foyer, held at bay by an elf with a flowered umbrella. The night just kept getting better. 

"Don't go anywhere," she warned, taking another step backward. "I still need information."  

TJ contemplated collapsing on the couch, but knew if he did, he'd be asleep in thirty seconds. And he wouldn't wake up until Tuesday. If his friend had sublet his place to the hot pixie, then he'd finagle a way to share it with her. If he could talk his way into a heavily guarded missile storage site, he should be able to sweet talk his way into his own apartment. Maybe with a few extra benefits. Pixie wasn’t his usual type. Ten years earlier, a tiny blonde had been the massive screw-up by which he still measured all screw-ups. But since he’d been without any type for nearly a year, he could afford to be flexible. 

A twenty-six day one-night stand could scratch a year's worth of itch. A month of home-cooked meals after endless months of MRE's. With a little polish on the dented O’Brien charm, he’d be ready for action. 

A sudden realization left him cold. What if she was Matt's girlfriend? She had to be someone important to his friend, otherwise—why was she living there? 

When he'd left fourteen months earlier, Barnes hadn't been serious about anyone. Could his friend's life have been ruined in the space of a single year? Running a hand over the increasingly itchy scruff on his chin, he tried to recall the last time he'd shaved. Weeks? A month? He added another chore to the list of things-that-must-be-done before he could finally sleep.

When she reappeared, his stomach fisted with awareness. He added sex to the rapidly growing laundry list of needs. Maybe before sleep. Or his wrist.

"Are you-" Married? Available? Desperate? "Are you and Matt?" Hell, he was actually tongue-tied. 

"What did you say your name was?" 

"O'Brien. TJ O'Brien." Playing along with the continuing farce of the night, he extended his one working hand—to shake hands with the apartment-stealing, wrist-spraining, finger-chomping interloper.

Her sharp inhale drew his attention. The cautious welcome in her eyes vacated as quickly as it had appeared. "Under all that hair—you're . . . Teagan."

How the hell- The acid in her voice suggested his death may be imminent. And unpleasant. Her gaze locked with his. Piercing, angry eyes reminded him of . . . an attack dog. Like—maybe he shouldn't break eye contact. He studied her face. Until the hair on his neck stood at attention. Her words returned to haunt him. My brother. This was her brother's apartment. 

Matt was her brother. Which meant- Shit.  It couldn’t be her. Now? Here? "Allie?"  

"Alyssa," she corrected. 

Her frigid tone skated along his nerves. The hair was different—short. Way short. And lighter? But, those eyes—the same sharp gazed, pierce-your-soul eyes he remembered like it was yesterday. Any remnant of fear was replaced by anger he suspected had lain dormant the last decade. A smoldering volcano waiting to erupt. Christ—he may as well go to a hotel. Because sleep would be off the agenda here. If he closed his eyes, she’d smother him with a pillow. 

"Matt’s sister." Glaring as though she'd just caught him all over again. Climbing out her window.    

***
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ALYSSA FOUGHT TO STEADY her breathing. She'd fantasized about this moment for years. Now—he’d ruined even that. She was supposed to be gorgeous. She was supposed to be dressed to torture him. Destroy him. Damn it, she was supposed to look hot. 

Instead, he'd caught her in yoga pants and a merlot-splattered t-shirt. Teagan O'Brien was supposed to take one look at her and regret the night he'd leaped from her window. Not applaud it. "What will you do now?"

Confusion flickered over tired, drawn features. "What do you mean?"

Don't feel sorry for him. "We're four stories up." She dragged her gaze over him, willing her cheeks not to flush. "No shrubs to break your fall this time."

"Allie-"

She glared him into silence. "This time, you could plunge to your death." Releasing a calming breath, she took a brief sojourn from her own insurmountable problems. Teagan's paralyzed expression suggested fear she might detonate. But, instead of unloading a verbal assault that would confirm his suspicions about her mental state, she'd keep him guessing. "Matt named his son after you." 

"Matt has . . . a kid?"

"Married, too."

He scratched his head, his bleary eyes confused. "Married? What the hell- I’ve only been gone fourteen months."

"Her name’s Julie." She enjoyed his stupefied reaction a moment longer than necessary. "Their son is Thomas Joseph Barnes. We call him TJ." She swallowed her distaste. "After you." Her precious nephew. Named for the guy who'd bolted out her window in the dead of night. If she'd ever had trouble forgetting the memory of that night, it was pretty much a permanent fixture now. Sadly, her brother's questionable taste in friends wasn't something she could control. "You're his godfather."

"I'm—I'm what?"

"Even when he couldn't track you down, Matt still wanted his best friend." The love 'em and leave 'em, jump-from-her-window jerk. "Where were you? Afghanistan?"

"I-I can't say-"

In the last decade, she'd heard enough about TJ O'Brien to fill a database. A guy with the nickname 'Wildman' wasn't someone she ever would've felt the urge to meet. Except . . .  that one night. When she'd gotten to know him really well. She just hadn't known his name. 

Though her recollection of that night had long grown hazy, in hindsight she'd acknowledged that a conversation taking place next to the blaring speakers in a frat house common room meant she'd heard very little. Mesmerizing eyes, a killer smile and the frat's toxic version of jungle juice had made that night seem wonderful. The hot guy she'd spent an evening flirting with had mentioned his name hours earlier. And she hadn't heard it. As he likely hadn't heard hers—and probably hadn't cared. 

Two months later, she'd learned the truth. Back home for the summer, she'd moved into her brother's room. Larger, better light—and unused since Matt had moved out. On the bookshelf in the corner. A dusty photo of Matt—and the guy she'd slept with. Heart in her throat, she'd asked her mother who he was. And discovered Teagan—her brother's best friend.

In the ensuing years, Alyssa had received occasional snippets of information from Matt or her mother—not that she'd sought any, officially. After leaping from her window, O'Brien had apparently gone on to become a military action figure hero, chasing around the world doing God only knew what. The fact that her mother absolutely adored Teagan was one more reason to steer clear whenever she caught word he might be back in town. Madeline Stanhope had taken a shine to her ‘second son’ . . . which meant if he ever returned, he’d be caught in her web.  

"Matt figured you'd return to Boston eventually-"

"Do you have any pictures?" 

She scrolled through her phone and handed it to him—a temporary truce. A fleeting smile lifted his serious mouth as he stared at her favorite picture. Her nephew’s peach fuzz hair standing up as though he’d stuck his finger in a socket. 

"Matt has a kid." He shook his head. "I can't believe it."  

"You're not worried about your godfather duties?" She enjoyed watching his mouth contort with something close to horror under the scruffy tangle of whiskers hiding his face. "You'll have some serious character-building to do." 

"Listen, Allie-"

"Alyssa," she reminded, her insides growing cold. She hadn't had a problem with Allie that night- He'd muttered it in her ear. His lips had groaned it against her collarbone- Allie had sounded kind of wonderful—until the bastard fled.  

He shot her a worried glance. "Please tell me you're kidding."

Though the flare of panic in cool, gray eyes made him distinctly more human, she ignored it. She couldn't risk him becoming likeable—not with a decade of wrath at stake. The jumper she'd never forgotten. "The christening was four months ago."

"Matt probably did it as a joke." When he waved in reaction, a violent shiver rolled through him as he jerked back in pain. 

Another run-on string of obscenities burst from his lips until he clamped them shut. Alyssa experienced a rush of sympathy as the lines around his eyes deepened. "Your wrist?"

"Sprain—a bad one." His tone matter-of-fact, he studied his bruised and swelling wrist. 

The training actually worked! Exhilaration coursed through her. She'd successfully defended herself. 

"I can see by your smile how upset you are." His assessing gaze tracked the thrill she tried to hide. 

"I'm sorry," she blurted, pride turning to horror over attacking an innocent man. "I didn't mean to hurt you. After everything that's happened . . . I—enrolled in a self-defense course-" His expression remained stoic. "I thought you were breaking in."

For the first time, Alyssa noticed the dusky hollows of fatigue beneath world-weary eyes. And she remembered where he'd likely spent the past year. Imagined what he'd witnessed . . . and experienced.

"I'm gonna splint it up before I leave-"

Leave? "But this is your apartment." After all she'd heard—superhuman feats; endless charm; cocky self-assurance—she'd imagined the hulking giant giving her a harder time over stealing his apartment. 

"You can't go." Guilt pushed the words from her mouth before she thought to stop them. When he swung around, intent for the door, she moved past him to block it. 

His eyes lit with humor, as though the idea of her stopping him from doing anything was vastly amusing. "I'm just getting a splint from my duffel."

Who carried splints around with them? "You should stay here," she urged. "There are two bedrooms-"

"One is sort of a junk room."

"I cleaned it," she confessed. "The bed is made and everything."

He stared at her, digesting the news. "You went through my stuff?"

Maybe he wouldn’t appreciate her cleaning binge. "I moved your stuff. It’s all stacked in the corner." 

"I can find a hotel just as easy as staying here," he finally said. "I won't be home more than a few weeks anyway." After a several second stand-off, TJ sighed. "I don't have the energy to argue with you."

Why was she fighting this? Teagan leaving was a good thing, she reminded. Hiding from a stalker was easier with less people involved. But—there was something about his eyes that made her pause. Wary. Fatalistic. Exhausted. As though the steely warrior exterior hid someone else entirely. A guy . . . holding himself together with duct tape. 

Summoning her courage, Alyssa forced herself to meet his gaze. "Truth is, when I borrowed this place, I'd forgotten all about you." 

It had been easy. There were so few reminders in the apartment of the brooding man before her. The scant possessions Teagan owned were stacked on the floor in the guestroom—his room, she corrected. Otherwise, the space was devoid of clues to his personality, his likes or dislikes. Few pictures. She wondered whether the air of mystery was practiced or preferred. A man who enjoyed a near obsessive sense of privacy. Or maybe in his line of work, he preferred not leaving many clues behind when he disappeared.  

"Borrowed?" His forehead creased in confusion. "Don't you live in town?" 

The fog surrounding him was likely a combination of jet lag and pain. A wave of sympathy for the scruffy giant caught Alyssa by surprise. The civilized veneer coating his exhaustion was beginning to crack. "My apartment is-" Terrifying. "Being . . . renovated," she substituted. Sensing a potential follow-up question, she hurried to distract him. "Matt and Jules are on a second honeymoon in Hawaii."

His eyebrows scrunched together. "So—you're staying here?" 

Until he’d shown up. "Yeah, but I can go." With her brother out of town, who would've known? The bearded stranger pursuing her couldn’t know about Matt's rental properties. For four days, she'd hidden without a problem. 

Now, she'd be forced to camp out at her mother's. At least there, she’d get to spend time with a TJ who wouldn’t bolt. Baby TJ could barely crawl. Her mother would freak out—which was the last thing she needed so soon after surgery-

"Behind those pretty eyes—your brainwaves are on fire." Teagan's calm observation belied the scrutiny in his gaze.

She couldn’t bring the danger home. Months earlier, when she'd agreed to watch her nephew, her life had been stalker-free. Then the odd notes began arriving. The sensation of someone watching her. Ice slithered in the pit of her stomach. By the time she acknowledged it wasn't going away—her sister-in-law had been so excited about their trip, Alyssa couldn't bear to worry them.   

"What's really going on?"

Her skin prickling, she avoided his perceptive stare. "I feel—bad about your wrist." A decade later, his body had held up rather nicely. A built in bodyguard, her brain whispered as she crossed her fingers. She'd finally get a night’s sleep. "Maybe we could . . . share the space?" 

***
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Chapter 2
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Whatever you say, sweet. TJ agreed to the roommate deal—if only to remove the worry from her eyes. Alyssa was lying. About something. When she lied, she rambled. But he was exhausted in a hundred different ways—so he didn't much care why she'd lied. Maybe he’d care tomorrow. Then again—maybe not. He hadn't traveled halfway around the world to get caught up in some bullshit drama with his best friend's sister. He had decisions to make. About his life. How he wanted to spend the rest of it. How to go about making amends with the few friends remaining in it. 

Like a dimmer switch, TJ could feel his brain fading. Since Alyssa seemed eager to lessen her guilt over spraining his wrist, he took advantage of the opportunity and put her to work. 

Without complaint, she righted the tilted umbrella stand and dragged his duffel into the center of the living room. "There's nothing . . . dangerous in here, right?"

He caught her dubious expression before she ventured into the dusty rucksack. "Like a rocket launcher? They don't let us bring those home."

"What about scorpions?"

He stifled a yawn, willing away the fatigue. Ten o'clock in Boston meant he'd been awake nearly thirty-six hours. "The splint should be in the far left, zippered pocket." He heard a grunt as the zipper slid. Glancing over his shoulder, he smiled as she wrestled with the over-packed duffel. 

"What have you got in here," she muttered.

"Try packing for fourteen months in a warzone. Then we'll talk."

When she bent over to tug with both hands, his breath caught. A perfect, round, wiggling butt met his gaze. Covered in the most amazing, clinging fabric ever invented. A sheen of perspiration gathered at the base of his spine as thoughts of sleep deserted him.  

As though sensing his stare, Alyssa whipped around and caught him looking. "Bring the ace bandage with the slats," he directed, hoping she hadn't heard the sudden tension in his voice.

Sapphire eyes flashing with suspicion, she set the items on the table. "What else do you need?" 

Grateful he was already seated, the rather obvious evidence of his spying was safely hidden from view. "Can you get the bottle of Jack from the cabinet?" He studiously kept his gaze off her butt when she crossed the room. At least—he meant to.

"Which cabinet?" 

"Uh . . . one more. Yeah—that one." When she raised up on her toes to reach for the amber bottle, her shirt rose with her, revealing several inches of tantalizing skin. Jeez—she was tiny. And perfect. Ten years later, she was still the prettiest woman he'd ever met. TJ released a steadying breath as his fatigues tightened uncomfortably.   

"Got it." Alyssa paused. "Need a glass?"

"I'm good." Suddenly curious about the last ten years, he searched his memory. He’d received infrequent updates about her—mostly from Madeline, who’d sent regular care packages, making sure he knew she hadn’t forgotten him. The woman he considered a second mother. Maybe his only mother, now—since he’d walked out on Mama Lou. 

To a guy lost in the shuffle of five cousins, his standing out to anyone had been something of a miracle. Not that Mama Lou hadn’t loved him. Somehow, she'd managed to welcome the nephew dumped on her when she already had five of her own.  

Uncomfortable where his tired brain drifted, TJ was relieved when she finally set the bottle on the table and pulled out a chair. 

"What can I do to help?"

"Okay, this next part is gonna hurt like a bitch." He took a hit off the bottle of Jack. The smooth, amber liquid stoked a river of heat in his belly. "If you’re the queasy type-"

"I’m fine," she insisted, her voice just this side of stubborn.

He released a calming breath and another, as though he were settling in for a long night on a sand-gritted rooftop, slouched behind his M24 as flickering lanterns winked in the village below. Each mountainous hideout looking much like the last as his team scouted ahead of the caravan. Miles from close air support if it all went to shit. Light years away from where he sat now. "Don't startle or you'll make it worse." 

Eyes wide, her throat worked a few times before she nodded. The sooner he splinted his swollen wrist, the sooner he could collapse in bed. But, that meant straightening it. If there were any broken bones, he'd find out now. Sucking in a breath, he straightened it with a quick jerk, confirming the swift, sharp pain was not a break. But it still hurt like a bitch. Reaction slithered over him in a sweep of shivery needles. A glance at Alyssa confirmed she’d paled, but still observed with macabre fascination. 

Her fingers brushed his as he awkwardly slid his arm between the thin, sturdy boards. "Are you sure you should be doing that? Can’t I . . . take you somewhere?"

"I've got it." Gritting his teeth, TJ battled the rush of nausea. But, after a decade of military training in suck-it-up, he forged through on autopilot. As he fumbled to wrap the balsa slats, her hands joined his. 

"Let me do it." 

She bound his throbbing arm, compressing it between the splint. Only when it was safely wrapped, did he expel a breath of relief. He glanced up when she slid the bottle toward him. 

"Now I need a drink," she croaked. 

Pretty, violet eyes flashed with guilt as she offered him the bottle. He swallowed another measure. Felt it burn down his throat and pool with a lovely glow of heat in the pit of his stomach. "Thanks." 

"Are you sure you don't want to go to the hospital?"

"That would take too long." TJ was determined to sleep—no matter the cost. For fourteen months, he'd taken orders—some of them logical; some bordering on idiotic. For the next twenty-six days he'd call his own shots. Meeting Alyssa's gaze across the table, he frowned when he noted the greenish tinge to her skin. "Are you okay?"

She released a shuddering breath. "I finally understand the phrase 'sick with guilt'." 

Finished with his wrist, he proceeded to his finger, methodically cleaning the twin bite marks with antiseptic before reaching for a band aid. Again, he felt her gaze. Despite his fatigue, he couldn’t resist prodding her. "Did you know the human mouth carries more germs than most animals?"  

Her cheeks bloomed. "So, I'm worse than . . . a camel?"

"Your teeth are smaller." He quirked an eyebrow. "But, otherwise, yes." 

"I’m sorry," she said for the hundredth time. "If I’d known-"

Her contrite expression caused a trace of remorse. "How could you know I was coming home?" He stifled another volley of yawns. "Only mistake was not calling the cops."

Confused eyes met his. "I thought you were glad I didn't call?"

"What if you hadn’t stopped me? I would’ve trapped you inside your apartment." Raking his good hand through out-of-control hair, TJ felt drunk from lack of sleep. Stringing coherent words together was increasingly difficult. "If my intent had been to hurt you-"

Shrugging slender shoulders, she frowned. "The way you were maneuvering the security chain, you’d be inside before I could get to my phone, so I made a judgment call."

"Which worked—luckily," he tacked on. His gaze traveled the darkened living room to the foyer. "We should probably put another lock on that door for you."

"You’re forgetting I don’t normally live here," she reminded. "Besides, I know self-defense. If I’d been cornered, I would've taken you out." 

"Right . . . all chicks think they know karate."

"Said the man with the sprained wrist," she reminded.

***
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TEAGAN'S SMILE WAS condescending. Over the past two years, Alyssa had exhausted her patience trying to correct other people’s assumptions. Rising from her chair, she hoisted the amber bottle. "Finished with this?" 

Nodding toward the cabinets, he extended his good hand. "I'll do it. You can barely reach."

She handed him the bottle, allowing his injured arm a wide berth. Anguish lanced her as she acknowledged his pain-filled eyes. Learning to defend herself had been reassuring. Confidence boosting. Life-altering. But seeing the actual result—was different than she'd imagined.   

"Do you need anything before you turn in?"

"Nope, I’m gonna crash." His red-rimmed eyes held a glimmer of longing. "I haven’t slept in three days. If I don’t surface tomorrow, don't wake me. I’m not dead. "

"Don't worry." Entering his bedroom would be the last thing she’d attempt. 

"I’m not being a jerk." He frowned. "If I’m awakened suddenly, I assume I’m under attack and I come out fighting."

Alyssa nodded, wondering what those weary, gray eyes had seen the past year. Wondered why it would be necessary to awaken prepared to hurt someone. "I’ll try to be quiet."

"When I finally crash, I won’t hear anything for the next twenty-four hours."

Dead on his feet, his glazed expression suggested he was praying she'd stop talking. "We should get to bed."

Despite his exhaustion, his lips quirked in a smile. "Your brother would disagree, but . . . if you say so."  

"I meant . . . you know-" Her cheeks heated as she stammered an incoherent response. Ten years hadn't dulled her memory of the incredible body lurking under his faded tee and fatigues. But a decade earlier, he'd been clean-shaven and irresistible. New Teagan seemed to prefer the caveman look. Unfortunately, hulking, bearded giants now made her heart pound with fear—not interest.  

"I'm very familiar with the 'you know' clause," he teased. 

Amusement heated the gunmetal gray eyes. Unable to resist, she returned his smile. "I guess I’ll say goodnight."

"I’m right behind you." Turning, he palmed the whiskey in his good hand. Returning the bottle to the shelf gave her a clear shot of a perfectly sculpted backside clad in worn khakis. In a calendar of hot, military bodies, Teagan O’Brien would surely be Captain January.  

"You sure you’ll be okay with your wrist?" She blinked over the mental image of perfect, narrow hips. His incredible butt now seared into her retinas. 

"I’m a heavy sleeper. I won’t feel a thing." 

***
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HEAVY SLEEPER, HIS ass. TJ lay on his back, staring at the plaster ceiling he’d helped Matt repair. He should be dead to the world. He hadn’t slept more than a few hours at a time over the past week—most of them on the military transport he’d hitched a ride on. The handful of ibuprofin he’d downed an hour earlier had finally kicked in, muting the sharp, throbbing pain in his wrist. Yet, sleep eluded him.

Like a football playbook, he'd sketched a dozen ways to make a quick fling with Alyssa work. The trouble was—every play in the book ended with her brother, Matt. Punching him in the face.

Though he had The Decision looming, the likely probability was he’d return to Afghanistan. The easy-hard decision. Continue doing what he knew. Knowing his luck would eventually run out. The nine IEDs he'd missed by sheer chance over the last six years meant his number had to be coming up. Or—he could return to civilization. On autopilot, his mind slid away from that possibility. Because it was too vast to contemplate. He could do something different. He could do anything. That was the trouble. An immense sounding word that left him uneasy. 

What the hell would he be qualified for after a decade in a warzone? Psy-ops and a masters in dicking with the enemy psyche didn't necessarily translate to the private sector. 

It was much easier to think about short term problems—like getting laid. Relieved to switch gears, he ran through the mission critical getting-laid-op. Only a few weeks in Boston meant little time to relearn the niceties of the civilized world. Hook ups were easy enough to get him through the first few nights. But—at thirty-five, TJ was willing to accept a few concessions of age. Patience being one of them. Inane small-talk in a too loud, too smoky, too crowded bar. A different, faceless woman in his bed each night wouldn't cut it anymore. Which was unfortunate, because he still needed the sex part. Badly. 

At least—that's what he was thinking now. Wide awake. Frustrated. Hard. Stroking himself as he imagined bed-wrecking sex with the hot, sexy (but currently comatose) blonde in the next room.    

Alyssa was here. They already shared a history—not exactly a good one, but it was a starting point. Despite his dive out the window a decade earlier, the sex had been amazing. She was available . . . he assumed. Tonight, he'd sensed the prickle of awareness. No mistaking that vibe.   

TJ's business was human emotion. Predicting behavior. Anticipating responses. He’d observed her carefully. Alyssa wanted to kick him in the balls—and—she just plain wanted him. But, unlike his grad school days, two people wanting to get horizontal didn't necessarily mean it happened. He was now smack in the middle of his thirties. The dealing-with-baggage decade. Ten years later, with the certainty he’d bolt on her again—Allie might not be interested.

Alyssa—not Allie. Get the damn name right, idiot. The gorgeous, sexy blonde he’d lusted after all semester—before finally making his move. When it was too late. A decade later, he could still remember the stunned gratitude that swept him as the recipient of her smile. He sighed. "God, you're pathetic."   

Arguably, they were consenting adults, but his best friend in the world was her brother. After the axis-shifting night a decade earlier, it finally made sense why Matt had done his damndest to keep his sister out of the picture. A miscommunication with his friend had led to a mind-blowing night he'd never been able to forget—nor confess to Matt. A night Alyssa had clearly kept in the vault, too. Otherwise, TJ would've been dead before he'd caught his flight to officer training school two days later. 

One thing was certain. No woman could rank higher than his longest friendship. Which meant maybe having to find an accommodating stranger after all. As he reached that disappointing conclusion, a sharp cry from the next room had him bolting up in bed. 

"What the hell?" Senses throttled open, he swung his legs to the floor. Entering the living room, he scanned for signs of an intruder, but was met with comforting stillness. A slumbering apartment, on a quiet floor in his sleeping building. 

Until he heard it again. Crying. From her room. The only approach there would be the fire escape—but it started at the second floor. Quite a leap up for someone at street level. He was halfway through the living room before he thought to glance down and confirm he was still wearing pants. Exhaustion and one working arm meant he'd face-planted into bed still wearing them. 

His feet padded noiselessly on the cool tile as he drifted through the kitchen to the spare bedroom. Three years earlier, he'd helped Matt renovate the kitchen. He’d managed to string together four weeks of leave—and spent it rehabbing the brownstone with his friend. It had been one of the best vacations of his life.

Pressing his ear to the bedroom door, he frowned. He could hear her thrashing around. Whimpering. Was she crying? Should he check on her—just to make sure? "Damned if you do . . ." His sigh exasperated, he turned the knob. Hell if he’d get any sleep otherwise. 

She was sprawled in the middle of a queen sized bed that looked downright luxurious. Where the hell had that come from? He was folded up like a damned pretzel on the lumpy double in his room.  

Frozen in the doorway, he made a split-second decision. Regardless of the life-altering choices he’d be forced to make over the next few weeks—before he went wheels-up again, he would plunk down a wad of hazard pay and buy some damned furniture.

"Who’s there?"

Alyssa jerked upright, hair tangled, breath coming in gasps. But, it was her eyes that stopped him cold. Huge and afraid . . . almost unseeing as they lanced through him.

"The beard-" She recoiled, slithering to the far side of the bed.

"Lyss—it’s me." He spoke quietly, his voice lost in her frantic sobs. "It's TJ."

"No—y-you’re him." Like ice fracturing on a frozen pond, her voice splintered over him. The big bed seemed to swallow her whole. She was so tiny . . .  so frightened. 

"I don’t want your missiles." She shook her head. "Stay a-away."

"Alyssa . . . I’m Teagan, remember?" Stomach clenched, he released a calming breath. Was she still asleep? Eyes wide open, possibly still caught in the throes of a dream. He’d read about this sort of nightmare—but had never witnessed one. 

"Lyss, it’s just a dream." Watching her suffer reminded him of barracks in the days after a firefight. Flashbacks. Nightmares jolting him awake—or the screams of others—each one a grim reminder that the next engagement might be the one that brought on the lasting, waking nightmare of PTSD. 

He eased closer to the bed, freezing when she whimpered. Unaware of their surroundings, she clutched the blanket in fisted fingers. "Easy, sweet." Instinctively, he kept his voice low and monotone. "You’re crying, baby. Let me help you." 

"The baby?" She glance around wild-eyed. "Where’s Tommy-" She scrambled across the bed. 

Hell, he was making it worse. "Lyss—he’s safe." Tension gripping him, he wasn’t certain how to soothe her—how to bring her back. "Maddie has the baby." 

"Maddie?" Slowly, she blinked and glanced around. "Where—am I?" 

"You’re in Matt’s apartment." Recognition flickered as the nightmare dissipated. She inhaled several cleansing breaths. 

"Teagan?" Voice watery, she finally sounded awake. "What are you doing here?"

With no time to analyze what had occurred, he was thrown on the defensive. "I heard you crying. You weren't awake—so I . . . came in." 

"I’m not crying," she whispered, wiping her eyes. The small, preserving action made him smile. 

"Are you okay?" He edged closer to the bed when she began shivering. "Why don’t I sit with you a minute?"

She slid to the edge of the bed, the rasp of her gown catching against the sheets. A single flash of tanned leg against the crisp white and his imagination exploded, his groin heating to Defcon 3. He glimpsed what he remembered as an incredibly pliable body hidden under the silky nightshirt. Her scent wafted over him, subtle and irresistible. Like flowers. And rain. 

"I’m cold."  

The mattress sank under his weight as he sat down. Hesitantly, he offered his arm, instantly regretting the action when she leaned into his side. The last thing he needed was soft, scented skin colliding with his painfully deprived body. "I could—get you a blanket?" 

"I’m sorry I woke you."

Her voice muffled into his shoulder. Her breathing still unsteady, she was restless against him. Hyper aware that this was likely the worst idea he’d ever had, he grunted a reassurance. Her bed-head hair right under his nose, TJ forced back the image of him planting his hands in it. When she leaned into his ribcage, he sucked in a breath. 

"Are you alright?"  

"Great," he said through gritted teeth. "Did you want to talk about your dream?" Missiles and beards? Discussing nightmares might help him regain his willpower. Because inhaling her perfumed hair was making him drunk. He wanted to down her scent like a shot. And then have another. He wanted to taste it on her skin. Bury his nose in it as he fell asleep. And wake up to it on his pillow.  

She startled against him. "I don’t . . . remember." 

Another lie. But at that point, TJ had his own problems. He flinched at the strength of her fingers on his overheated skin. Not good. His forehead clammy with perspiration, he reminded himself not to- 

Too late. His overheated brain flashed over—imagining those hands elsewhere. Shit—everywhere. Maybe there was a way- A scenario where sex with his best friend's sister didn't end with him losing his teeth. Or his best friend. 

"I should let you get back to sleep," he choked out as he untangled himself from her. His body a parched, arid desert devoid of life and hers—a warm, enticing, thirst-quenching mirage. But Delta rule number one? When you're overrun by enemy forces, the only thing left is retreat.  

*** 
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Chapter 3
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Someone was gunning for her. 

"No. No. No," Alyssa whispered, nearly dropping the folder. Nausea gripped her stomach as she shoved her coffee aside the next morning. She raced through the file again, certainty growing as she scanned the pictures again. Frantic for it to be a joke—a mistake- Anything to indicate her life wasn’t about to go up in flames. Hand shaking, she sifted through the mail, searching for the envelope. For a clue to the sender. For a reason. But people who dealt in threats didn’t require reasons.  

Despite her shock, Alyssa recognized a political time bomb being lobbed. The question was who. Who on the mayor’s staff had turned against him? 

And why was she the target?

Scraping back her chair, she rose from the table, her brain on autopilot. Before the arrival of the manila envelope, Alyssa’s main concern had been whether she should ask Maddie and Sean for help with a stalker. After everything she’d endured two years earlier, she’d dreaded the thought of opening old wounds. For the past two weeks, she’d lived in limbo—praying the person following her had nothing to do with the terrible time two years earlier. Praying she was mistaken. Hell- praying she was just being paranoid. 

Two years earlier, Madeline had been left to piece together her daughter’s shattered life. First, nursing her daughter’s broken body . . . and then her broken spirit. Alyssa couldn’t bear the thought of putting her mother through that again. 

Now, this. Concern over a stalker might actually be forced to the sidelines—for the worrisome problem of how she’d ended up in a series of compromising photos with the next candidate for governor. Together with Theo—half naked. 

Blackmail. Not exactly a case for Maddie—the high society detective wannabe. Alyssa rinsed her coffee mug. Everything her mother knew came from binge-watching crime dramas on TV. 

"Sean." She clutched the counter as she tried to quiet her racing brain. This time, they had Sean Mullaney. Former cop. Former marine. Former everything that resembled tough, protective alpha male—all wrapped up in a man who worshipped Madeline. Her mother’s boyfriend was an expert on thieves, thugs—and with any luck, blackmailers. This time, they'd fight fire . . . with a flame-thrower.

If she left now, she could fill them in on the downward spiral her life had taken in two short weeks. Talking to them might give her the courage she'd need when she called her boss—the mayor. 

"Chicken," she muttered, stomach churning over the thought of telling Theo. A smear campaign was the only logical answer. Theo was innocent. She was innocent. But who would believe their denials when pictures would speak for them?  

Peeking into the silent living room, the closed bedroom door confirmed Teagan slept on, oblivious to her world crashing down in the kitchen. Thanks to all the other problems in her life, she could avoid thinking about the attractive nuisance he represented. At least temporarily. He'd come to her rescue in the middle of the night . . . an island of hard-bodied comfort in a buffeting, black sea of terror. His solid presence banishing her nightmare—if only briefly. 

Why was he still gorgeous? Why couldn't he look haggard and leathery? Reaching for her keys, she frowned. The flight risk had returned. Stirring up memories she'd smothered for a decade. 

***
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TWELVE HOURS LATER, Alyssa unlocked the apartment door, heart still revving like a jet engine. She inhaled several shallow breaths. Allowing herself time to decompress, she focused on the ticking of the living room clock, a soothing, monotonous, ritual sound that would help quiet her rioting thoughts. Tonight’s panic attack had been induced by being forced to park three blocks away. 

Though she’d vowed not to be affected by the assault two years earlier—it had changed her. A year of self-defense classes hadn’t erased her fear of dark alleys. The skittish nerves that gathered in her chest each night when darkness fell—threatening to overwhelm her if she wasn’t already safely locked inside. Like tonight. 

She’d run the three blocks, high heels and all, unable to shake the sensation of being watched. Her skin prickled with awareness . . . of something. But, her anxiety had been running hot this week. First, the stalker forcing her to move into her brother’s unfamiliar rental. Different sounds. Different layout. Compounded by Teagan showing up—messing up her plan . . . demanding answers she didn't have. 

She drifted through the darkened living room, soothed by the stillness. O'Brien had either lapsed into a coma or he’d awakened and ventured out on the town. "He could’ve left a few lights on." 

As a bonus, his presence reawakened old doubts. Teagan had left an indelible smudge on Alyssa's twenty-two year old self. One that had never fully washed away. Had she snored? Drooled? Was she bad in bed? Had he found her ugly? Infuriated that his thoughtless action still stung ten years later, she scowled. He'd managed to hit a nerve that had changed her view of herself. To some degree, it had affected every relationship since. 

Good things happened not because of hard work, but despite her flaws. Her fiancé’s abandonment after the vicious attack two years earlier? A reflection on her—instead of him. Part of her still believed Paul would've left her anyway.  

Most of the time, Alyssa’s fears were carefully leashed. The residue of her assault—the flashbacks and nightmares, she kept to herself. Two years later, confessing her lack of progress would only worry her mother. She’d grown weary of concerned glances. Worried smiles. Smothering protectiveness.  

Everyone who cared about her wanted her to move beyond it. Shake free of the past. And she’d wanted that, too. But instead of confiding in someone—she’d learned to keep fear locked up. A stressful job and long working hours helped keep the monsters at bay. 

Groping for the light switch in the kitchen, she was relieved for the sudden wash of brightness. Filtered light spilled into the living room, revealing Teagan sprawled on the couch. Alyssa startled. Hell—she hadn't even heard him breathe. A pile of papers scattered over his mid-section as though he'd fallen asleep with them in his hands. 

After changing into sweats, she returned to the kitchen, stomach growling. By the time she got home from work, she typically ate dinner around the time others  contemplated bed. She grated cheese into the omelet before remembering Teagan. Should she make enough for him, too?  

She crept back into the living room, his cynical, didn’t-miss-a-thing, gray eyes still safely closed. His overgrowth of facial hair left too much to her imagination. Was the hidden face as stunning as it had been a decade earlier? Well-built shoulders crushed the throw pillow. His body had only improved. Still lean, but somehow harder. Sinew and muscle in both body and psyche. Toughness that had likely come at a tremendous price. 

Holding her breath, she leaned over, intent on sliding the papers from his grasp. Until she felt the glossy finish. Her pictures? Abandoning subtlety, she jerked the scattered photos from his chest. 

Three seconds later, she was flat on her back in the center of the faded Oriental rug, wind knocked from her chest; hands pinned over her head. Tasting dust as it wheezed from the carpet under her head.
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