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      She's quirky. A little crazy. And she never stops talking. So why can't I get the sexy brunette off my mind?

      

      One night with Abby wasn't enough. She might be my friend's baby sister, but she's the only woman I've ever wanted. When she stumbles across a decades-old secret tied to her family's past, Abby stirs up a hornets' nest of trouble.

      

      But someone has a lot to lose if the truth surfaces, and I'll do everything in my power to keep her safe before the killer silences her—permanently.
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      ABBY

      The figure moved forward, closing the distance between us. “Sitting here all by yourself, little one?”

      I nodded up at the deep voice, unable to form words. The man's face was blurry, and I couldn't quite pull it into focus as he moved in front of me.

      “You’re a good girl, aren't you, Abilene?”

      I nodded, a strange sensation taking root deep in my belly. I couldn't quite explain it, but it was the same kind of feeling I'd had once after eating too many cookies. A little sick, a little afraid of what would happen if I were caught.

      The bulky figure took a seat on the coffee table in front of me. “I seem to be missing some money, Abilene. Had twenty dollars right on the kitchen counter and now it's gone. You wouldn't know anything about that, now would you?”

      I shook my head, fear and something else rising up in my throat, stealing my words as he leaned closer. His features remained obscured, fuzzy but somehow still familiar.

      “I think you took it, Abby.” Again, I shook my head vehemently, but he cut me off as I tried to speak. “It's okay, I understand. I'll keep your secret.”

      One huge hand settled on my knee. “No one has to know.”

      The hand slid up my thigh, and the butterflies in my belly kicked into full flight.

      “Such a pretty little thing...”
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      ABBY

      My feet felt heavy as I trudged through the hotel that had served as a home to me for the past two nights. My brother had offered to let me stay with him, but I’d declined.

      Con had already done enough for me, and I didn't need to add to his burden. He was absorbed in his business, and he’d already taken the time out of his busy schedule to move my things into Violet’s place, even enlisting the help of his friend and employee, Cole.

      The hotel bar came into sight, and I pushed down the guilt that threatened to swallow me whole. God, I was so tired. Tired of the guilt. Tired of feeling sad and out of control. The last couple of weeks felt like a rollercoaster of activity and emotion. Even now that I was finally off the ride, the world around me was still spinning violently. After the past few days, I just needed a little bit of time to myself and a drink or two to take my mind off of things.

      Everything had happened so quickly. Two weeks ago I'd left college in Connecticut to move in with my guardian, Violet. Dallas was home for me, and I’d gone to live with Violet while Con opted to enter the Marines after our parents passed away. Aside from my brother, she was the only other person I had to call family.

      I should've known something was off, but I was so busy with moving and getting settled that I’d ignored all the signs. Violet seemed to be more forgetful than usual, but I hadn't thought much of it—until the day of the fire.

      On Monday morning, I left Violet in the sunroom where she enjoyed drinking her coffee and working on her crossword puzzles. I shopped for groceries then stopped by the drugstore to pick up Violet’s prescriptions, completely oblivious to the turmoil unfolding back home. I'll never forget the sight that greeted me as I turned onto the street.

      Fire trucks had gathered in front of the house, creating a barrier around the burning house, and thick black smoke billowed up from the old brick ranch. A sobbing Violet greeted me by the ambulance. Though she wasn't hurt, it was glaringly obvious; she couldn't be left alone. While I was gone, Violet had apparently decided to make breakfast.

      From what we concluded, she'd forgotten about the pan on the stove and the bacon she'd been frying caught fire. Violet had thrown water on it to put it out, succeeding only in helping the fire to spread. Thank goodness a neighbor two doors down had heard Violet yelling for help. He'd called the fire department and they'd arrived minutes later.

      Most of the kitchen was toast—no pun intended—but at least the house had been salvaged. The fire had spread from the kitchen into the surrounding living and dining rooms, scorching the walls and floors. My brother had hired a company to clean the house and renovate the kitchen so we wouldn't have to wait for the insurance check to come through. We would eventually need to replace the flooring in all the rooms, but for now it just needed to be clean and livable.

      Two days after the fire, Violet moved into an assisted living facility. She'd apparently been making plans for several months, but I was blindsided by her choice. I couldn't deny her request, and I'd spent the past few days helping to get her settled. I was exhausted mentally, and I couldn't bear to be at home right now.

      Though I wanted to turn him down, I couldn't refuse Con’s offer to put me up in the hotel. Since I hadn't been able to get to work either, I was a little low on funds. I was scheduled to start this past week working for my brother’s security company, but with everything going on he'd pushed my start date to next Monday. I was actually looking forward to it, hoping like hell it would give me something else to focus on.

      I stepped into the hotel bar and threw a quick glance around. Since it was Friday night, most of the tables were occupied, either with travelers wanting to relax and unwind or locals who’d come to grab a nightcap before heading home for the evening. Sliding onto the tall leather barstool, I allowed my gaze to rove the room. Most of the men were older, overweight, slouched over their drinks, still dressed sloppily in wrinkled suits and ties.

      Coming down here was a stupid mistake. I should have called my friend Jamie and asked her to come meet me, but I knew she was going out with Brandon tonight, and I didn’t want to interrupt their date.

      My attention was drawn to the bartender who leaned against the bar in front of me. “What can I get you?”

      “Um…” I’d never been a big partier in college, preferring to focus instead on my studies. I’d had big plans back then, none of which had included moving back home the moment I graduated. Shaking off the thought, I forced a smile to my face as I passed him my credit card. “I’ll have an apple martini, please.”

      He moved away with a nod and began to gather up the things he needed to make it. I was always impressed by bartenders’ abilities to memorize and make so many different drinks, and I watched fixedly as he shook the liquid, then strained it into a glass before sliding it my way.

      “Thank you.”

      He returned my card, and I added a tip to the receipt before signing it and passing it back to him. I lifted the drink to my lips and took a sip, then settled back in my seat as the sweet liquor exploded over my tongue. I could feel a set of eyes on me, and I glanced around again. An older man, dressed in a wrinkled collared shirt with a light brown stain in the region of his breast pocket, stared at me like he wanted to devour me.

      It was bad manners to meet someone’s eyes without acknowledging them, but I forced down the urge to flash him a polite smile. I wasn’t here to encourage anyone. Studiously avoiding him, I turned my back and tuned out the older gentleman to my right.

      My gaze slid over the sea of faces seated sporadically around the room. I was scanning the back wall when I suddenly froze, stunned by the sight of the gorgeous man tucked away in a corner booth. My insides tingled as heat raced through me, and I shifted on my barstool. Focused on the plate of food in front of him, the man didn’t seem to be aware of my presence. Story of my life.

      Suddenly, as if feeling my eyes on him, his gaze lifted. I immediately ducked my head, my heart thundering in my chest as I stared at the green liquid sloshing precariously in my glass. I forced my hand to steady as I drew in a deep breath.

      Holy shit, he’d almost caught me ogling him. Heat crept into my cheeks, and I flicked a glance up through my lashes to see if he’d noticed me. My chest tightened a little with disappointment when I found his attention once more focused on the plate in front of him.

      I turned my body a bit, keeping him in my peripheral vision as I sipped on my own drink. I took the opportunity to look him over as he drank deeply, his Adam’s apple bobbing with the motion. The sleeves of his black button up shirt were rolled up, exposing corded, veiny forearms that my fingers itched to touch.

      Chiseled jaw, dark hair that was cut close to the sides but left longer on top. Broad shoulders and thick biceps. I couldn’t see the color of his eyes from here, only the dark look in them, warning everyone else away. Sitting all alone in the corner booth, he practically had the words fuck off stamped across his forehead.

      A rail-thin blonde approached, and her hip bumped into his table. Her giggle lilted on the air, and my insides tightened with something like jealousy as it reached me. How ridiculous was that? I didn’t know this man at all. But you’d like to, my subconscious spoke up. That was true enough. I couldn’t tear my gaze away as I watched the interaction between the man and the blonde across the room.

      He offered her a tight smile, then redirected his gaze to the glass in his hand. But the blonde didn’t get the memo. Drink balanced in one hand, she leaned toward him and ran her fingers over his arm. Even from here, I could see him tense. It took guts to hit on a guy who looked like that, so I gave the girl props. But he obviously wasn’t having any of it, and he was too nice to tell her to pound salt.

      I watched in rapt fascination as the woman jerked away from him and made an agitated gesture with her hand. Her movements became wilder, more pronounced. She was obviously giving him hell for something. The man started to shake his head, but the woman’s voice grew louder and louder. The man in the booth looked incredibly uncomfortable as people around them turned to watch the show unfold.

      I bit my lip, then made a split decision. I didn’t know this man or what had transpired between him and the beautiful woman next to him, but I felt compelled to intervene. Adjusting my purse over my shoulder, I slid from my barstool and made a beeline toward the booth.

      Halfway across the room, my steps faltered. What the hell was I doing? My gaze flitted around, looking for the bathroom so I could change my course and escape inside where no one would be the wiser. But the door I sought was nowhere in sight, and I dimly remembered passing it on my way into the bar. Damn it.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I steeled myself as I continued along my trajectory, straight toward the man seated in the booth and the leggy woman next to him. The closer I got, the more my stomach twisted. Oh, God, this was a terrible idea.

      “You just left me!” the woman practically wailed. “I thought I meant something to you!”

      A lover’s quarrel. Even worse. I couldn’t tell why, precisely, but I felt bad for both of them. I felt bad for the woman who obviously believed she and the man had shared something special, only to have him leave. But I felt bad for him, too. She was making an unholy scene—and no one deserved that, regardless of the situation.

      My eyes flew back to the man in the booth. He was doing a good job of keeping his emotions in check, but I saw the hard lines of his face, the tight clenching of his jaw as she railed at him. I swallowed hard as I stepped up next to the woman. My head barely came up to her shoulder, and not for the first time since I left my spot across the bar, I was swamped with a sense of insecurity. The man’s eyes flicked to where I stood next to the beautiful blonde, and I could practically read the question in their depths.

      Who are you, and what the hell are you doing?

      Instead of responding, I cleared my throat and brushed lightly against the woman, silently prodding her to move. Still wrapped up in her ongoing tirade, the woman didn’t even notice me.

      “You asshole! I can’t believe you,” she fumed. “You promised you would⁠—”

      I tapped her on the shoulder. “Excuse me.”

      “What?” The woman whipped toward me, eyes wide and slightly crazed looking.

      “I, um…” I swallowed hard and tried again, forcing myself not to cower under her intense glare. “I think you’re mistaken.”

      Her wide blue eyes flew toward the man in the booth, then back to mine, still filled with a mixture of hurt and anger. “About what?”

      I smiled, praying that neither could see my unease. “I think you have the wrong guy.”

      “No.” She shook her head and pointed a finger his way. “He⁠—”

      “Trust me.” I drew a deep breath. “He’s my boyfriend.”
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      CLAY

      I knew my past would eventually come back to bite me in the ass. I’d just hoped it wouldn’t be somewhere public where the woman was making a scene and drawing attention from everyone in the room, including the man I was tailing.

      The blonde—Sheila? Shelly? Hell, I couldn’t remember—looked mad enough to spit nails. I opened my mouth to speak, but a second woman materialized next to the table.

      Hello.

      I was so distracted by the sight of her that I completely missed what she said. Something about being mistaken. Whatever it was, I would gladly set her straight. She turned her attention back to the blonde—Rochelle, that was her name! The word boyfriend falling from her lips had me snapping back to reality as she directed her pretty dark eyes to me with a sweet, if slightly wobbly, smile.

      “Sorry I’m late. Work was hectic and I finally just got off.”

      I froze, feeling like I was standing at the wrong end of a scope. Who the hell was this woman? My gaze clashed with hers, the dark depths silently urging me to just go with it. I shrugged good-naturedly. “No problem. Glad you made it.”

      “I see you started without me.” She threw a wry look at my half-empty plate, completely tuning out the blonde who stood by, watching with a sense of bewilderment.

      Rochelle turned to the blonde, an expression of sympathy on her pretty face. “Sorry for the misunderstanding. He gets this a lot.”

      Rochelle’s gaze jumped between me and the other woman before settling on the brunette. “You’re with him?”

      “For about eight months now. Right?”

      She threw a look my way, and I nodded. “Next week makes nine.”

      “He gets confused for his brother a lot,” the brunette explained to Rochelle. “He’s a twin, and sometimes…” She lifted her hands, as if that explained everything.

      Rochelle glared at me suspiciously. “Is that true?”

      “It is.” I fought the urge to glance at the brunette, wondering how the hell she knew about my brother.

      “Oh.” She blinked several times. “I… I’m so sorry. I thought…”

      “It’s fine. Sorry I couldn’t help.” I smiled, still feeling off balance as the brunette slid in next to me and her thigh pressed to mine. She was warm and smelled as sweet as spun sugar, and I couldn’t help my reaction to her as my groin tightened. Automatically, my arm moved, wrapping around her shoulders as she leaned into me.

      She tipped her head up and threw another of those sweet smiles my way. “Hi, honey.”

      Looking confused and more than a little embarrassed, Rochelle dipped her head as she turned tail and headed across the bar. Once she was gone, I turned my gaze to the woman next to me. “Well, that was… interesting.”

      She too had been watching Rochelle make her escape, but now she turned a look on me, her big brown eyes huge in her face. “I’m pretty sure I did you a favor there.”

      “No doubt. She was out for blood.” I suddenly sobered. I knew for certain I’d never met this woman, so how the hell did she know so much about me? It immediately put me on guard. “How did you know about my brother?”

      “Hmm?” Her pretty brown eyes searched mine. “What do you mean?”

      “You told her my brother was the one she was looking for. How did you know I’m a twin?”

      Her gaze widened almost comically. “Oh, my God. There are two of you wreaking havoc on the female population?”

      She’d guessed? Her reaction was too genuine to be anything other than complete and utter surprise at my revelation, and I was stunned into laughing. “Actually, yeah, I do have a twin. We’re fraternal, so we don’t look much alike. And I promise he’s worse than I am.”

      She let out a little snort when I winked at her. “If you say so, Casanova.”

      “What? Don’t believe me?”

      “I haven’t decided yet.” The pretty brunette next to me settled back against the booth and took another sip of her bright green drink. “Anyway, nice to meet you, Johnny.”

      It felt like she’d slapped me. “My name’s not Johnny.”

      “I didn’t figure. That’d be kind of a coincidence.” She turned to face me, her gaze sliding over my torso. “I’m digging the Johnny Cash look, though.”

      My eyes dropped to the black pants and long-sleeved black shirt I’d worn in the hopes of fitting in with the after-work drink crowd gathered at the bar. “Right. So…” I asked the most obvious question. “Why are you here?”

      I watched bemusedly as she stole a fry from my plate and popped it into her pretty mouth. “Like, here at the bar, or here in your booth?”

      Either. I definitely wanted to know what had brought her to the bar alone—and how long she planned to be here. But for now, I’d settle for the situation at hand. “Why’d you tell her I was your boyfriend?”

      She took a sip of her drink before she turned to face me. “I don’t know what transpired between you two, and I don’t care. But it’s really not very classy to pull something like that in public. I figured you could use some help.”

      She was pretty—more than pretty, actually. I’d noticed her giant doe eyes and long brown hair the moment she’d walked in and plopped herself down at the bar, but she was even more beautiful up close. Her heart-shaped face was highlighted by those gorgeous eyes and pouty pink lips. A tiny dimple flashed in her chin, and my fingers twitched in their need to touch the tiny divot.

      I clenched my hand into a fist where it rested on my thigh. “How could you tell?”

      She canted her head to one side and studied me, her chocolate gaze sweeping from the top of my head down to my waist, every place not concealed by the table. “Your posture. Most people probably wouldn’t be able to tell, but it was practically screaming ‘get the hell away from me.’”

      “Yet here you are.” I smirked.

      “I’ll leave in just a sec.” She waved a hand dismissively, then paused. “Unless…” Her gaze darted back to mine. “Was I wrong? If you’re meeting someone or want me to go, I can⁠—"

      “Not a chance in hell.” This was way more entertaining. Who gave a shit about the mark I was supposed to be watching tonight when I had this gorgeous woman next to me? The man I was currently tailing would be leaving soon anyway, and I’d already gotten a few pictures of the woman his wife suspected he was having an affair with. He would probably take her to one of the hotel rooms later or he’d go home to his wife where he belonged. Either way, my recon for the night was complete.

      “Oh. Okay, good.” She looked relieved. “I was worried there for a second. Sometimes I act before I even think about the consequences.”

      No shit.

      Undaunted, she continued. “My brother complains about it all the time, says I have no impulse control.” She rolled her eyes like she didn’t believe a word, and I couldn’t help but side with the brother in question. Then she caught me totally off guard when she leaned toward me and sniffed. “You smell good.”

      “Um… thanks?” It came out more as a question than a statement, but she nodded regardless.

      “I don’t like a lot of men’s cologne. Some of it is way too strong. I like a guy to smell good, but not bathe in it, you know?”

      Jesus. Did she ever stop talking? And her mind—not to mention her mouth—went a hundred miles a minute. She shot me a questioning look and I realized I hadn’t answered what I thought was a rhetorical question. “Right.”

      She turned her attention back to the drink in her hand, and I wondered how many she’d had. It appeared she’d only taken a few sips, but she didn’t seem inebriated. Far from it. It seemed like she’d hit the coffee shop across the street and chugged the contents of their espresso machine before striding into the bar and touching down in my booth like a tornado. I felt bad for her brother, whoever he was.

      “Speaking of,” she continued, undaunted, “did you know that by calculating the current unsolved murder rate, there’s a possibility that there may be up to two thousand active serial killers in the US right now?”

      How in the hell she’d managed to segue from cologne to killers was beyond me, and I wasn’t entirely sure I even wanted to know her train of thought. Not gonna lie, I was both incredibly turned on and a little intimidated. She turned those big brown eyes on me, head tipped slightly to one side as she waited for my response. “Are you one of them?” I asked, only half joking.

      She blinked, then let out a laugh. “You think I’m some kind of black widow, preying on men in bars?”

      “Never know.” I shrugged. “It seems to be working so far. You came over here and pretended to be my girlfriend under the guise of saving me from having my ass chewed out by the Barbie doll.”

      “Okay, yeah.” She grimaced. “It sounds way creepier when you say it out loud like that. I’m just gonna…” She grabbed her drink and started to slide out of the booth, but I grabbed her hip and pulled her back to me.

      “You can’t leave now. It was just getting good.”

      She lifted a brow my way. “You compared me to a serial killer.”

      “In my defense,” I replied, “you hit me with the true crime facts first.”

      Her nose wrinkled. “Fair point.”

      I found myself wanting to draw out the conversation. “So, what happens now? You lure me in with your pretty face and irresistible knowledge of useless trivia?”

      “That’s not useless!” Still holding her glass, she used her pinky to point around the room. “What if there’s a serial killer in this bar right now?”

      I winked. “I’d protect you.”

      “Please.” She rolled her eyes, but a faint smile curved her lips.

      “Okay, you’re right. I would totally sacrifice you as bait and make a run for it.”

      “Hey!” She lightly backhanded me, and I laughed.

      She was quirky as hell, but I found that I was enjoying myself. I was acutely aware of my hand resting along the curve of her hip, and I fought the urge to curl my fingers into her flesh. “All right. So now that we’ve broken the ice with talk of homicide, I think I should at least know your name.”

      “Um…” Although I didn’t think it possible, her cheeks turned pink and she fell silent for the first time.

      Curiosity piqued, I turned to face her more fully. “You don’t want to tell me your name?”

      “It’s not that,” she said, flustered. “It’s just… kind of strange.” She must have seen my confused expression, because she grimaced. “My name is Abilene.”

      My brows drew together. “Like the city?”

      “Yeah. It’s kind of a long story.” She let out a beleaguered sigh, and her pretty face twisted as she peered up at me.

      Well, I sure as hell wasn’t going to let her leave me hanging like that. “By all means, I have all night.” Most of the night, anyway. She intrigued me on a level I’d rarely experienced, and everything else was pushed to the back burner as I focused my attention on her.

      “Okay, so… my parents were kind of nomads.” She paused. “That’s not true. I think even nomads have a purpose in life. Mom and Dad were groupies when they were younger, following some eighties band around on tour. They lived in a camper and dragged it from town to town, picking up enough work to pay for their drugs and beer before moving on to the next place.”

      “That sounds… exciting.” In truth, I couldn’t begin to imagine. My mom passed when I was young, but my father was the seven-to-three, hard-working, blue-collar type. He didn’t have time for fun, let alone his twin boys.

      “They hit every major city, and my parents named each of us after the places where we were conceived.” Her cheeks burned bright pink. “I guess I’m lucky it was Abilene and not, like, Dallas or something, right?”

      “Abilene.” I lifted my arm and spread it over the back of the booth, away from the temptation of her mouthwatering curves, and studied her for a moment. Thick, dark hair hung in long waves, framing her beautiful heart-shaped face. Her skin was lightly tanned, or perhaps just naturally olive toned, and it made her expressive, big brown eyes appear even larger and brighter.

      My gaze skated downward over her high cheekbones and full mouth. Her bottom lip was fuller than the top, but it suited her. She was cool and classy but definitely more than a little peculiar. “I like it.”

      She rolled her eyes. “No one likes my name. It’s a stupid name.”

      I rolled a lock of that glossy dark hair between my fingers. “I think it’s beautiful. Just like you.”

      She stared at me for a second before a laugh fell from her lips. And not a little giggle, or a chuckle. Oh, no. She let out a loud, bold laugh that penetrated my body and wound around my heart. It was unrepentant, as if she wanted nothing more than to just enjoy life and wouldn’t let anything or anyone take that joy from her.

      She wiped her eyes as she turned back to me. “Does that work for you?”

      I didn’t pretend to misunderstand her question about the ridiculous pickup line. I grinned and lifted a shoulder. “Occasionally.”

      “Uh huh.” Her gaze swept over my body once more before taking another sip of her drink.

      I scooted closer and extricated the glass from her hand, setting it on the table. “What the⁠—”

      Capturing her jaw in one hand, I turned her face toward mine. Deep in those huge doe eyes I saw wariness and hesitation, but I also saw desire. With the pad of my thumb, I traced her full lower lip. “So, Abilene. Now you know my secret.”

      Her lashes fluttered several times as she blinked up at me. “What secret?”

      “That my cheesy pick-up lines don’t work.”

      “Clearly, Casanova.” She grinned.

      “Are you from around here?” I had to know. From time to time I thought I’d caught something of a northern accent, but there was always a chance that she was local. Even if she lived in her namesake of Abilene, that wasn’t too far away…

      It didn’t escape my notice that I was already planning to see her again, but I had a feeling this girl would be worth more than just one visit. Many more.

      Those gorgeous eyes searched mine, and her lips opened several times before she rasped out the words. “I’m only here for tonight.”

      “Shame.” I brushed my thumb along her cheekbone. “Up to you, beautiful.”

      She seemed to know exactly what I was asking because her eyes dropped to my lap before meeting mine again. Her teeth sank into her bottom lip as she studied me. Without a word, she pulled away and slipped from the booth.

      My heart hit the floor and disappointment engulfed me. Fuck. I’d pushed her too far, too fast, and now she was running away. I opened my mouth to speak, but she turned back to me and leaned into the booth. Propping one hand on the table and the other on the back of the booth, she caged me in. She dropped a kiss on my cheek, her lips skimming my two-day scruff before her breath hit my ear. “Two-oh-eight.”

      With that she was gone. My gaze dropped to the table, and I saw the key card she’d left behind, tucked partially beneath the rim of my plate. A slow smile spread across my face as I picked it up and turned it over in my hands. Abandoning my meal, I tossed several bills on the table to cover the tab, then headed for the bank of elevators in the lobby.

      As soon as the doors closed, I adjusted my hard-on. Tonight may have started out boring as hell, but it was sure looking up.
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      ABBY

      I stared out the window, lost in my thoughts. With the reflection of the lamp beside the bed glaring against the glass, I could barely see the glow of lights outside. A faint click sounded behind me, and I swiveled my head toward the door. My heart stalled in my chest as it swung inward a few inches, then froze.

      I held my breath, watching as the giant shadow fell across the wall, the man backlit by the light from the hallway as he paused half a step into the room. Was he going to back out? My offer in the bar had been impulsive; I’d never had a one-night stand before, but I felt this crazy connection to him. If he walked away now, I would be devastated.

      As if he’d come to the same conclusion, the man pushed the door open and stepped inside, then quietly closed it behind him.

      I slowly let the breath I’d been holding out through my nose as relief flooded me. “You came.”

      Eyes hooded, he rested against the door for a long moment and just surveyed me. Then, without a word, he pushed away from the door and approached. No, that was wrong—he stalked. Like a panther trailing his prey, he advanced on me.

      My pulse thundered in my ears as he drew up short only inches away, so close I could practically feel his shoes against the tips of my bare toes. He looked harsh and fierce, and my heart galloped in my chest. For the first time since I’d laid eyes on the man, I was terrified I’d made a horrible mistake.

      “Do you want me to stay?” His gaze never left mine, his eyes staring into my soul as if he was trying to pull my thoughts from me. He must’ve read my indecision, because his head tipped slightly to one side. “Or should I go?”

      I swallowed hard. “Would you leave if I asked?”

      Hawklike golden-brown eyes stared down at me. “Is that what you want, Dallas?”

      “Oh, God.” I made a face. “Just call me⁠—”

      A tiny smirk tipped the corner of his lips as he shook his head. “Better yet… No names. You’re only here for one night, so let’s just make the most of it. What do you think?”

      “Hmm…” With that delicious masculine scent filling my nostrils, I couldn’t think clearly, let alone form coherent words.

      “I’ll be disappointed if you tell me to leave,” he murmured. He was so close now that I could feel the heat radiating from his huge body. “But I’ll never force you to do anything you don’t want.”

      I barely controlled my flinch as one huge hand moved to cup the side of my face. His fingers halted mere millimeters away, his eyes silently asking permission to touch me. I nodded, and the rough calloused palm landed gently on my cheek. “Do you want me to leave?”

      I closed my eyes briefly, forcing myself to look away from his arresting gaze. Was this what I wanted? The heat of his flesh seeped into mine, and I lifted my hands and placed them on his pecs. He was hard and unyielding beneath my fingertips,. Y yet I trusted what he said; he would leave if I asked.

      I shook my head. “Stay.”

      “You sure?”

      I bit back my smile as I curled my fingers into the fabric of his black shirt. “If you leave, I may have to kill you.”

      Bright white teeth flashed in the dim light. “Can’t have that.”

      His hands moved to my hips and slipped beneath the hem of my shirt. I lifted my arms as he drew the fabric over my head, then dropped it to the floor. His gaze skated over my exposed flesh, setting my nerve endings on fire and my blood racing through my veins with anticipation. “Goddamn. You’re so gorgeous.”

      “I would say the same,” I quipped, “but I haven’t seen the evidence yet.”

      His fingers curled into my hips at my challenging words, and he stared me down. “We’ll just have to fix that then, won’t we?”

      Eyes fixed on me, his hands moved to the buttons of his shirt and deftly began to slip them free of their holes. His dark, tanned skin was revealed to me an inch at a time, and I bit my lip. Holy abs. Gorgeous didn’t begin to describe this man.

      The washboard effect of his abdominal muscles was outlined in the dim light, and my fingers tingled with the need to trace every hard line. The fabric of his shirt parted and he shrugged it off over his broad shoulders. Before it even hit the floor, he was on me.

      Spinning me away from him, he grabbed my hands and slapped them flat against the wall. I felt his fingers sift through my hair and arrange it in a loose ponytail. Abruptly, he gave a little tug, yanking my head up and causing my back to arch. He made a little sound of approval low in his throat. “Fucking love your hair.”

      “Yeah?” I could barely form the word as my breaths came faster, my pulse thundering in my ears.

      “Mhmm…” He leaned in close and nipped my ear. “Don’t ever cut it.”

      “Okay.” I don’t know why I agreed, except that he seemed so brutally intent.

      His hold on my hair loosened and I felt the long strands tickle my back as he combed my hair with his fingers, carefully arranging it to his liking. When he was finished, his hands skated up my sides, over my ribs, then around to palm my breasts.

      His huge hands enveloped me, and I sucked in a breath as he worked down the cups of my bra so I was exposed to him. My nipples peaked at the sensation of the cool air hitting them, and my head dropped back as he rolled the tight buds between his fingers.

      He nipped my ear again, sending a shiver of pleasure through me, then continued to explore. The rough scruff along his chin abraded my skin as he trailed downward, dropping soft kisses along my throat. A thick, hard ridge pressed against my bottom and I wiggled my hips, eliciting a little growl from him. One arm slipped lower just as he sank his teeth into the soft spot between my neck and shoulder.

      I let out a little squeal as liquid fire rushed through me, and my knees buckled. The arm around my waist tightened, pulling me in tighter. Against my shoulder, he chuckled. “There it is.”

      There what is? Before I could open my mouth to voice the question, he bit the same spot again and stars swam before my eyes.

      “Oh, God!”

      My neck was my weakness; no one had ever found that sensitive spot so quickly. His questing hand moved lower, popping the fly of my jeans and delving inside. I sucked in a breath as his fingers teased the waistband of my panties before slipping underneath. As he licked and sucked on my neck, he moved downward through the narrow patch of curls until he reached the sensitive bundle of nerves between my legs.

      I shifted my feet wider for better access, grinding shamelessly against him. A muffled curse met my ear, and he pulled his hand free. Grabbing my pants, he shoved them down to my ankles. He held me steady as I slipped first one foot free of the material, then the other. I started to adjust my stance, but he wrapped his hands around my thighs, halting me in place.

      “Just like this,” he said, planting a kiss along my right hamstring.

      I shivered as his hands trailed lightly up the backs of my legs until he cupped my bottom. I held my breath, waiting anxiously to see what he would do. In this position, I was absolutely bare to him from the waist down, and he could see every inch of me in the soft lighting.

      He palmed my right cheek, kneading it for a moment before I felt his mouth move to the left one. A tiny sigh escaped my lips, stifled when he bit down on the tender spot.

      He just bit my ass. I was momentarily stunned, yet exceedingly turned on. His hands moved to spread my cheeks apart and suddenly his mouth was there, his tongue spearing into me.

      “Oh, God…” My legs shook, and my hands started to lose their grip on the wallpaper as he took his time tasting me, running his tongue over my folds from bottom to top.

      “Yes! Oh, my God, right there!”

      His hands tightened on my bottom as he pulled my cheeks apart for better access. Heat built low in my belly as his tongue rasped over the sensitive bundle of nerves. His teeth scraped over my clit, and a shudder rolled down my spine at the sensation.

      “More, I need…”

      He increased the suction with his mouth, and I let out a little squeak as one hand slid over my bottom and he fingered the rosebud of my back entrance. My denial died on my lips as a feeling I’d never experienced shot through me. It made everything seem sharper and more intense. He sucked harder, pressing inward on the spot, and I slapped one hand over my mouth as I came.

      My legs trembled, threatening to give way beneath me and before I knew what was happening, I found myself being swept into his arms. He carried me to the bed and tossed me into the middle of the mattress. I landed with a bounce, the motion momentarily stealing my breath and senses.

      It was exhilarating and confusing all at the same time. I felt unexpectedly small and feminine in his strong arms. Part of me loved that he could pick me up and throw me around like a ragdoll; the other part of me was instantly furious at the show of dominance. Before I could form a single word, his mouth fastened to my neck and I melted under the delicious assault.

      I clutched at his biceps as he kissed his way down my sternum to my breasts, then took the tip of one in his hot mouth. I scraped my nails over his shoulders, needing to mark him the way he’d done to me. I felt every inch of him imprinted on my body, but I needed more.

      “Yes…” I drew out the word on a hiss of pleasure as he increased suction almost to the point of pain. “Just like that.”

      Clay released my nipple. “Stop talking.”

      I bit my lip as he kissed his way to the other side and flicked the sensitive tip with his tongue. Every tiny touch ate away at my control, and I couldn’t stand it any longer.

      “Take these off.” Reaching between us, I fumbled with his belt and shoved his pants down. I watched as he slid off the edge of the bed and toed off his shoes, then stripped out of his slacks, taking his boxers with them. He fished a condom from his wallet and rolled it over the broad head of his erection, darkened with arousal.

      I automatically pulled my knees up, and he pushed them apart as he climbed onto the bed and moved between my thighs. His body was warm and hard against my own, and I reveled in the rightness of it. “God, yes. You feel so good. I want⁠—”

      “I said stop talking.”

      He slapped one hand over my mouth, his fingers digging into my cheeks. The maneuver was designed to capture my attention and show dominance. It served only to piss me off. I thrashed my head and opened my mouth wide, ready to bite down. He pulled his hand back just in time, and my teeth gnashed together.

      “Brat.” He growled low in his throat. Before I could blink, he’d captured both of my hands in his own and had them pressed to the pillow over my head, his huge body limiting my movement. “You talk too damn much.”

      Shifting his hips, he lined up the head of his cock with my center and pressed an inch inside. “And if you can still talk”—he drove so hard and deep that it took my breath away—“then I’m not doing my job. I’m going to fuck you so hard”—thrust—“you forget your own damn name.”

      Under the onslaught of his rough thrusts, I couldn’t formulate a single thought. All I could focus on was him, the way he commanded my body and carried me to a place I never knew existed. A keening cry left my mouth as he hit my G-spot again, and I lifted my hips for better access. I opened my mouth to say something, but only a wail bubbled up my throat as ecstasy crashed over me in wave after wave of pleasure.
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      CLAY

      Holy fuck. This woman was scorching hot.

      She gripped my dick tighter than a fist, and I bit back a growl. I wasn’t ready to come yet. I wasn’t ready for this to be over. I slowed my strokes, drawing out her orgasm until her face contorted and she let out a little whimper, her nails cutting into my skin as she tried to hold me close and push me away at the same time.

      Her chest rose and fell on choppy breaths, and her breasts jiggled a little under the motion. I grinned and released her hands, then dipped my head to take one straining peak into my mouth. Her hands flew to my hair, and her legs clenched around my hips. Kissing my way up her sternum, I ran my teeth along the cord of her throat. A sexy little sound filtered from her throat, and I smiled against her skin. Too bad she was only here for the night.
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