
  
    [image: Ruthless Love]
  


  
    
      Ruthless Love

      RUTHLESS BILLIONAIRES SERIES

    

    
      
        LEXXI JAMES

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Lexxi James, Ltd.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2021 Lexxi James

        www.LexxiJames.com

        All rights reserved. Lexxi James, Ltd.

      

        

      
        Editing by

        The Extraordinary & Brilliant Pam Berehulke

        Bulletproof Editing

      

        

      
        Independently Published

      

        

      
        Cover Art by Book Sprite, LLC

      

      

      

      
        
        No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of Lexxi James, Ltd. Under certain circumstances, a brief quote in reviews and for non-commercial use may be permitted as specified in copyright law. Permission may be granted through a written request to the publisher at Lexxi@LexxiJames.com.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination. Specific named locations, public names, well-known persons, and other specified elements are used for impact, but this novel’s story and characters are one hundred percent fictitious. Certain long-standing institutions, agencies, and public offices are mentioned, but the characters involved are wholly imaginary. Resemblance to individuals, living or dead, or to events which have occurred is purely coincidental. And if your life happens to bear a strong resemblance to my imaginings, then well done and cheers to you! You’re a freaking rock star!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Love Free Books?

      

      
        Worldwide Books by Lexxi James

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. Evie

      

      
        2. Austin

      

      
        3. Austin

      

      
        4. Evie

      

      
        5. Austin

      

      
        6. Austin

      

      
        7. Evie

      

      
        8. Evie

      

      
        9. Austin

      

      
        10. Evie

      

      
        11. Evie

      

      
        12. Austin

      

      
        13. Austin

      

      
        14. Evie

      

      
        15. Austin

      

      
        16. Evie

      

      
        17. Austin

      

      
        18. Evie

      

      
        19. Austin

      

      
        20. Evie

      

      
        21. Austin

      

      
        22. Austin

      

      
        23. Evie

      

      
        24. Austin

      

      
        25. Austin

      

      
        26. Austin

      

      
        27. Evie

      

      
        28. Evie

      

      
        29. Austin

      

      
        30. Dimitri

      

      
        31. Evie

      

      
        32. Evie

      

      
        33. Evie

      

      
        34. Evie

      

      
        35. Evie

      

      
        36. Evie

      

      
        37. Austin

      

      
        38. Evie

      

      
        39. Evie

      

      
        40. Evie

      

      
        41. Evie

      

      
        42. Evie

      

      
        43. Evie

      

      
        44. Evie

      

      
        45. Austin

      

      
        46. Evie

      

      
        47. Austin

      

      
        48. Austin

      

      
        49. Austin

      

      
        
          Fallen

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Love Free Books?

          

          JOIN THE VIP ROMANCE LIST

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Love romance? Let’s make it official!!

      

        

      
        Join Lexxi’s VIP Reader List and be the first to hear about new releases, special discounts, exclusive giveaways, and free books just for my favorite readers. Don’t miss out on the perks reserved for those who can’t get enough romance.

      

        

      
        Sign up and let the stories come to you first!

      

        

      
        www.LexxiJames.com/VIP

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        MORE BOOKS BY LEXXI JAMES

        [image: red heart]

      

      

      
        
        Boys of Bishop Mountain

        Contemporary Ex-Military Heroes, Alpha Billionaires, High-Heat, and All The Feels!

      

      

      
        
        Book 1 | MARKED 		Mark & Jess

        Book 2 | CUFFED		Zac & Hannah

        Book 3 | KNOTTED		Brian & Jules

        Book 4 | SEALED 		Harrison & Ava

        Book 5 | SEALED The Wedding     Harrison & Ava

      

      

      
        
        SINS Series

        Dark mafia romance. Relentless, addictive, and absolutely scorching!

      

      

      
        
        Book 1 | SINS of the Syndicate	Leo & Ivy Part I

        Book 2 | SINS & Ivy				Leo & Ivy Part II

        Book 3 | SINS: The Debt		Smoke & Tia

        Book 4 | SINS: The Deal			Enzo & Kennedy Part I

        Book 5 | SINS & Lies				Enzo & Kennedy Part II

        Book 6 | SINS & Temptation	Enzo & Kennedy Part III

        Book 7 | SINS: The Contract	Dante & Riley

        Book 8 | SINS & Riley			Dante & Riley Part II

      

      

      
        
        Alex Drake Series

        Romantic Suspense, Tortured Hero, Grumpy Meets Sunshine, Panty-Melting Heat! 1 Couple & 1 Epic Series!

      

      

      
        
        Book 1 | Access

        Book 2 | Exposed

        Book 3 | Burned

        Book 4 | Finders Keepers

        Book 5 | Devil’s Cut

        Book 6 | Angel’s Share

      

      

      

      
        
        MORE BOOKS AVAILABLE AT

        LexxiJames.com/books

      

      

      

      
        
          [image: Lexxi James Heart]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          AUSTIN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six months ago

      

      

      Caller ID clues me in to the butthead dialing my number at three in the morning. My thumb presses answer out of habit before I can reconsider.

      My voice raspy, I growl out, “You have reached Austin’s voice mail. I can’t come to the phone right now because I’m too busy plotting the slow, drawn-out death of the dickhead who can’t take no for an answer. Instead of leaving a message, go fuck yourself. You’ll get further. Beep.”

      “Cute.” Maverick’s voice is as cool as the icicles pumping blood through her lethal body.

      Having seen the woman on both the giving and receiving ends of a Glock to the head, I know she’s got a set of brass balls bigger than her breasts. I’d expect nothing less from a seasoned puppet master.

      “How about we skip the foreplay?” she asks. “We both know if anyone’s dying a slow, drawn-out death, it’s you. Of boredom.”

      She’s not wrong.

      “Get to the point,” I huff out.

      “The point is, how’d you like to be the highest-paid consultant in history? You can keep your inconsequential existence in a housewife’s paradise, and still get in on the action. Minimum travel. We’ll come to you.”

      I scoff. “Let’s not forget it was that ‘inconsequential existence’ of leading Army construction projects that led you to me in the first place. And what do you mean, you’ll come to me? Where? And who’s we?” I ask more questions than I should before the unsettling awareness hits me that we’re not on a secure line.

      “The Five.”

      I almost blurt out the Mommy Five, their unofficial code name, because no one, including me, thought they really existed. But I reel it in because now I know this barely qualifies as the tip of the iceberg of the secrets Maverick keeps. The legend goes that when five of the best-of-the-best female operatives wanted to settle down and lead semi-normal lives, the group was formed with Maverick’s blessing.

      If you believe the rumors, their deal included premium pay, benefits, twice-a-year all-expenses-paid family trips to luxury locations like Barbados and Switzerland, with missions that give them the work/life balance of getting their secret spy high while still picking up the kids from school and cooking dinner.

      My eyes close as I relax into the pillow, thinking it through. “So, now I’m a mommy.”

      “You’re the one living the mommy-fabulous life. We won’t interfere with your day job with your cousin.” No need to ask how she knows that. The fucker knows everything. “The ladies will work around your schedule. They’ll deliver you a homework assignment, and you give us your solution. In forty-eight hours.”

      “And if I don’t have a solution?”

      Her chuckle is purely for effect. “You always have a solution. And there are wrong answers.” She gives me half a second to think it through. “Deal?”

      Requesting a day or more to think it through is a waste of time. We both know it, so I don’t bother. “Starting when?”

      Maverick pauses a second, and then my doorbell rings. “I’d better let you get that.”

      “Smartass.”

      The line disconnects. Not that I needed to prolong the conversation with pleasantries, but settling the finer details of payment would have been nice.

      I find a pair of sweats and a T-shirt, pull them on, and head for the door. When I open it, my porch is pitch black. “Nikita” obviously unscrewed the light.

      “Mr. Byrne?”

      With a nod, I pull open the door wider and let the woman in. Beneath a cliché trench coat, she’s wearing fishnet stockings on slender legs that end in a pair of stilettos.

      Rather than entertain small talk or pretend we’re remotely interested in each other’s lives, she hands me a large courier pouch before fishing out a chain tucked deep in her cleavage. A small key dangles from it.

      My glance lingers a little longer than it should. Not because her double-Ds grab my interest—which they do—but because I know I’m being played.

      Her hand smooths across mine as she unlocks the zipper. Once the pouch is unlocked, she twirls the chain in her hand. “Someone will be back in forty-eight hours, though I could stick around.”

      Her eyebrow lifts suggestively as the tip of her tongue follows the line of her parted lips. I narrow my eyes on hers and open the door again so she can leave.

      “You sure?” She steps closer, smiling as she whispers the words to my lips, but the hard lines of my unamused face are enough response for her to turn and walk away.

      I look down one side of the street and up the other. No vehicle in my drive. No unfamiliar cars in sight. Those heels are going to be a bitch getting her to wherever her ride is.

      Still pissed, I let her suffer a few blisters and shut the door before grabbing my phone. Clicking to return the last call received, I’m met with the same sultry voice.

      “Domino’s Pizza.”

      “Spare me the mind-fucks, Mav. You said the Five. Next time, I’d better see hair rollers, flannel pajama bottoms, and goddamn Ugg slippers. We good?”

      “I . . . overstepped. You’ll never see her again.”

      And that’s as close to an apology as I’m getting. The line disconnects.

      My pillow might be calling, but my overzealous mind is racing, and for the first time in months I feel alive. Emptying the contents of the pouch on my bed, I find a puzzle, some hypothetical strategy question about how to extract secrets from a terrorist leader.

      But I know this is far from hypothetical.

      Also in the pouch are a few cryptic geographical references, some meaningless trinkets that I easily decipher, and about a year’s salary in cash that brings a smug smile to my face.

      “Come to Daddy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Evie

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      “Where’s your ring?”

      My fiancé looks more pleasantly amused than rightfully annoyed as he enters my corner office at Long Multinational headquarters. The presence of him fills the room, and he closes the door behind him. As his eyes meet mine, I take in a needed breath and watch his approach, a hungry panther ready to pounce as he takes my hand and gives it a sweet kiss.

      His eyes never leave mine, and we do this little dance of him studying me. He waits for my reply, feeling my pulse beneath his well-placed fingers along the inside of my wrist, seeing what secrets I’ll reveal through my subconscious.

      Oh, and that’s not paranoia talking. It’s reality. My reality.

      I’m engaged to Dimitri Antonov, the ninth richest man in the world. A breakout Russian billionaire with rough edges that add to his allure, ties to his homeland that keep him away for weeks at a time, and major trust issues. Add to that he’s a man who never takes no for an answer, and how did I ever think he wouldn’t show up unannounced?

      But I’m not backing down.

      “We’ve discussed this. Everything happened so fast. And you’re always out of town. There’s never time for . . . us.” I drop my gaze, heavy with the shame that I haven’t slept with the man since the night of our engagement, and it’s not for lack of trying. “I’m not sure we should⁠—”

      Before I can finish, his lips are on mine, rough with stubble and insistence. Dominant and invasive, his tongue fills my mouth, and his hands aren’t gentle as they pry open my thighs. And just like that, I’m soaked. His finger glides along the fine lace of my panties, and I melt into a horny little puddle in the palm of his hands.

      The roughness of his kiss disappears, and so does his finger.

      “Don’t stop,” I beg, waiting for this man to undo me.

      But as his searing-hot desire takes on a familiar chill, he doesn’t. Instead, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out the reason he came here to begin with. My engagement ring. And like the eleven other times I’ve broken things off with him, he wastes no time sliding it back on my finger.

      “Keep it on while I’m gone, Evelyn. We’ll pick up where we left off when I return.” He checks his watch. “Flight to catch.”

      He places a faint peck on my still panting lips and leaves, taking his hot finger and tasty lips with him.

      Because the fucker is a total ass.

      I’m about two seconds from humping my stapler when another set of light knocks on my office door rachets up my last damn nerve. “What?”

      “And hello to you too.” My boss, Margot Long, waltzes in, looking every bit the cat that ate the canary. “Everything okay?”

      I get a grip and grab a rubber band from my desk drawer, pulling it up my hand to my wrist. “Nothing that a cold shower and a rubber band won’t cure,” I deadpan, pulling the thin rubber between my index finger and thumb, then letting it go. Snap. “Everything’s fine.”

      “I saw Dimitri leave. He certainly has the tongues wagging when he makes an entrance.”

      Snap-snap. “That’s my man.”

      Breathing in through my nose and letting out a long breath through my mouth, I pretend I haven’t just been mind-fucked by my on-again-off-again and fucking on-again fiancé. “Margot, you’re positively glowing. Taking the reins as acting CEO of a billion-dollar empire looks good on you.”

      “I prefer taking it by the balls,” she says with such an air of sophistication, I can’t help but wish I could pull that off.

      Despite a gene pool of politicians and puppet masters, I have a low give-a-fuck threshold that means I lead the life of a renowned society potty mouth. And if by some miracle I actually become Mrs. Dimitri Antonov, I’m half tempted to permanently switch my ring to my middle finger and sport it proudly.

      “I have a favor to ask,” she says, looking pained. It’s probably the knot of regret in her stomach at having to owe me.

      “Anything, sis,” I say, getting more and more comfortable with the idea by the minute.

      It’s no secret among the family that her father, Everett Long, and my mom are picking wedding dates as we speak. Still, I notice Margot’s eyes narrow as she swallows whatever snappy comeback she has, making way for this favor she needs.

      “It’s about Angelica and Roger.”

      I grin, already knowing where this is going. Angelica Fairborn is our lead in-house counsel, and her husband, Roger, is her backup.

      “Roger, soon to be Papa Fairborn, as Mama Fairborn is about to blow like a Jiffy Pop bag. So, how can I help? Lamaze coach? Catcher’s mitt? And before you say another word, if you’re about to tell me her water just broke, cleanup crew is a hard pass.”

      “I want you to be our lead counsel, Evie.”

      Speechless, I stare back. Sure, I’m an attorney. A top-of-my-class damn good one. On paper. And I work on contracts where a creative touch might be in order.

      But to be the face of the in-house law department of Long Multinational? Even in the interim, I’m not sure I have the corporate law expertise or good judgment to refrain from inappropriate outbursts and swearing to convincingly pull it off.

      “Margot, I’m flattered, but⁠—”

      “But I need you. We need you. We still have a full team behind you, but with two attorneys out at the same time, everyone will be pulling more than their weight as it is. Please consider it. And I know how you feel about a salary, but how about you nix the pro bono for once?”

      I blink absently. “There’s nothing to consider. Of course, if you’ve lost your mind and want me to take this on, I’ll gladly loosen your straitjacket to shake hands. But don’t worry about the pay. We’re family, and I know you’re not pulling a paycheck either.”

      “True. But I have other means of compensation.”

      Margot has a reputation as a behind-the-scenes puppet master, so I can only imagine the finder’s fees she commands.

      “So do I,” I say, flashing my ring at her.
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        * * *

      

      By eleven that night, I’m beat. Dimitri’s mansion is always technically open to me, and I’m free to come and go as I please.

      But my mind’s made up. The next time I go there, either I’m getting laid or I’m giving back the ring. What good is being engaged to a smoking-hot rich guy if he keeps shoving this ring between us like a goddamn chastity belt?

      Horny and defeated, I drive home.

      There are other reasons to keep my own residence in Dallas’s upscale Dennison Landing. For starters, it has a great view from every angle. A community lake graces my backyard and the golf course is in view. But it’s the kitchen window that always manages to catch my eye. Glimpses of the lickable six-foot-two Greek god across the street constantly make me wish I could ditch this ring already.

      I know very little about him since he moved in. Like the rest of us, he tends to keep blissfully to himself. His light brown hair isn’t short, but a far cry from a hippie’s, and I want to work my fingers through every wavy strand. Maybe just to mess it up. He rocks a permanent scowl and, like my brother, looks like the type of guy who would go absolutely ape-shit if I did that even once.

      He tends to come and go at bizarre hours, orders dinner via DoorDash at least twice a week, and spies on the neighbors when he thinks no one is looking, all while prancing around his house entirely naked. The distance keeps me from getting a closer look at several tattoos I’ve glimpsed on various delectable muscles, and I often wonder how many he has.

      Maybe I should invest in some binoculars?

      And then there are his visitors. All women. Usually very early in the morning, and always handing him an envelope, although it’s a fifty-fifty shot if they go inside. But sometimes they do. Not for long, but long enough. Leading me to the only possible conclusion.

      I’m living across the street from a hooker.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Austin

          

        

      

    

    
      “You could come inside,” Simone says from the passenger seat as I pull my car into her driveway. “I know I could use a cock-tail.” Her ruby-red lips pop the sound of an extra-long cock.

      Subtle.

      The length of my coworker’s auburn hair drapes seductively over her shoulders, and her gaze drops to my lap. She licks her lips, then looks me up and down like she’s seconds away from tearing off my shirt and good behavior with her teeth.

      Despite the incessant throbbing of my dick, and its readiness to punch a hole right through my jeans and between her ripe, full, smiling lips, I settle into my decision. It’s not happening.

      “I’ve got an early day tomorrow,” I say, meeting her seductive gaze with my impatient one.

      I’m polite, not wanting to cause a rift at the office. True, I’m not there all the time. And truer, I couldn’t give a shit what she thinks. But Liam Cooper is not only my boss, he’s my cousin, and holds my allegiance way more than this woman ever could.

      Being a human lie detector is a double-edged sword. I’d love to sink balls deep into just about anyone at this point, but not her. It’s a little hypocritical, being a heaping pile of half-truths myself. But I try to justify it by knowing all my little white lies are there to protect all the people who mean anything to me. I’m pretty sure hers are in the service of just herself.

      I keep everything professional and polite because this was arranged by Coop, and I’d never make things awkward for him. Coop and I are close. Like brothers. He built the Valor Group from a small, mostly family business into a colossal Fortune 100 empire overnight. Or maybe it just feels that way, with him hustling around the clock, and me on one deployment or another for eleven years, until he brought me into his business this past year.

      Still, no matter how she slinks around, breasts held high and lust on her sleeve, there are at least a dozen red flags that say she’s not the one. The biggest of which is that no matter how I try to shut off the voices of my training, I know this woman is a smoking-hot pile of suspicious shit that lures the remnants of my former life right to the surface. A life I need to leave.

      “You sure?” she asks, trailing her finger up and down my jeans like some sadistic female version of water torture, and now I’m even more certain than before. The pulse in her neck is relaxed. The dilation of her pupils normal. Any desire behind them nonexistent.

      Fuck me.

      “I’m sure,” I say, sad to take my hard, throbbing toy and go home.

      My words are convincing as my balls ache against the seam of my jeans. She studies me for only a second, reading my unchanged expression that’s a one-eighty from my throbbing cock. It’s enough that she lets herself out of the car.

      I don’t walk her to the door, and not because she’s a liar or I’m an ass—which, for the record, I am. But because at the moment, my rod is painfully jammed against my zipper, and I can barely move without it rubbing the damn thing off.

      Note to self: invest in briefs for once.

      As she leans in through the open passenger door, the perfect weight of her bosom gives me a gorgeous show as her breasts seem to be losing their war with gravity, seconds from spilling out and begging for the rescue of my hands.

      The delectable eyeful makes me regret the words before I say them. “Good night, Simone.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      Dragging herself away, she heads into her house—a boxy contemporary with hard lines set in cool gray stone that suit her expensive purse and ice-cold persona to a T. It’s set in a gated community that’s a suburban paradise of security alarm signs and luxury cars. Not unlike my own.

      Between my rushed departure from the Army a year ago and not exactly having a Plan B, I’ve settled into a humdrum life that’s good enough for the moment. And managing the construction of Coop’s new high-rise headquarters is the best of both worlds. I get to do what I do best. I manage the line-by-line inventory of exhaustive details required to raise a multimillion-dollar skyscraper in the heart of a city where bigger is better, while managing to give Coop shit on a twice-daily basis. Win-win.

      I watch Simone slink through her door. She blows me a kiss from her fingers, and half of me wants to rush through that door, tear off that tailored dress, take her from behind until I don’t know where my dick ends and she begins, and teach that vixen a lesson. Be the total fuck ’em-and forget ’em of my youth.

      Best behavior, I remind myself with a mantra that continues to settle me into a state of catatonic boredom.

      I back out of her driveway and take the long way back to my place, passing by the beginnings of a skyscraper that, for the moment, holds my heart and soul. Up and down every sleek side of her are my fingerprints.

      Sixty days ago, this was an uninteresting city block comprised of a dying gas station, abandoned frame and design shop, and the lost hopes and dreams of tenants who couldn’t afford five dollars more per square foot in rent. Today, it’s the site of the expansion of the Valor Group. A Byrne family legacy. And a tether keeping me strapped to perhaps not the life I want, but the one I need.

      Looking at my creation, I marvel at how she’s something I can see and touch, knowing deep down in my soul that she’s mine. I built her. And as much as I have claim to another she in the universe, this is the only one within reach.

      Enough pride and common sense have sunk into me that I convince myself this is the life I was meant for. Stable. Secure. Not remotely close to the life of missions and mind-fucks I half believed was normal. But it’ll do.

      Determined to make this version of life work, I head home, becoming a little too accustomed to the level of luxury my own gated community gives.

      Coop thought this life would be good for me, as well as anyone else who came along to enjoy it with me. The house. The neighborhood with restricted access, a country club, and golf-course views. Diverse social events for all the Stepford moms and the two-point-four kids they’re apt to have in tow.

      For the most part, I ignore the Italian marble tile, vaulted ceilings, and 5,800 square feet of my home, which is roughly 5,000 square feet more than I’d prefer.

      Out of habit, I live a sparse life of necessity, always ready to head out at a moment’s notice. Half my shit’s still in boxes, even though it’s been months since I moved in, because leaving is always an option. One I consider almost daily.

      I call it home, but the name is fleeting. Coop knows it would only take one word to make me ditch it and him faster than a diet at the Cheesecake Factory.

      Gaby.

      By the time I pull into the garage and head inside, it’s closing in on midnight. I’m sure it’s way too late for a certain someone to be baking. Yet, there she is.

      The woman across the street. The one who should be sleeping. Or dating. Or fucking, for that matter. Having more of a life than her steady workload, chardonnay, and midnight bake-offs affords. A homebody wrapped up in wavy blond locks, seductive lips, and whatever recipe has captured her attention at this hour draws me in. Like every time I see her, I stand there and stare.

      As she sips from her glass and wipes an errant drop from her lush lower lip, then sucks her finger clean, I wonder why such a gorgeous girl is always alone, never sleeps, and not once has thought to close her kitchen shutters from the prying eyes of nutjobs like me.

      The neighborhood is filled with quaint upscale homes that take middle America, flip it on its ass, and pump it full of steroids. The result is a housewife’s paradise known for its contemporary Mediterranean entries, high-end finishes, and three-car garages that no one ever uses to capacity.

      The homeowners’ association keeps the lawns and shrubs trimmed, bright yellow-and-purple flowers replanted on six-week cycles, which always makes me feel like I’ve walked into a mashup of Norman Rockwell and the Twilight Zone.

      I look down the street, seeing all the other houses are dimly lit. Their garage lights are on timers with any floodlights on motion sensors, but otherwise the line of Park Place and Boardwalk houses remain pitch black as their occupants sleep inside.

      But not this house. The one across the street. The one Betty Crocker frequents when she’s not away at work or with her nose buried in a book.

      I’d like to think I could take or leave the pastime of studying her, but that would be a lie. She’s too easy to look at. To watch. And if there’s one thing I know, she’s usually awake at this hour. What she’s not usually doing is diving into a late-night bout of compulsive baking.

      I don’t know her name. Haven’t bothered to get to know her. But I know she keeps long hours, drives an expensive vintage car that suits both her style and her petite frame, prefers nude lipstick for her angelic pouty lips, and wouldn’t be a one-night fuck in any man’s world.

      That last reason keeps me a world away from the girl too good to be mine.

      Her hair changes shades every five weeks or so, and I’m always surprised how the deep brunettes and dark auburns suit her as well as the lighter hues. Today, her strands are a cascade of honey that’s shoved to the top of her head like a tousled nest, and the messy bun has my dick’s seal of approval. She’s the total package, managing to make herself sweet and sexy, probably without the slightest inclination in either direction.

      The smudges of flour on her cheeks and forehead make me wonder just how much effort she’s put into whatever it is she’s making, a concoction I’m sure she’s taking to work, which she’ll leave for in about five and a half hours.

      For whatever reason, her sudden proud smile makes me smile back from the darkness, and I inwardly applaud whatever triumph has managed to make her happy.

      Don’t think I haven’t thought about it. Googling her. Or taking the guesswork out of the equation and checking the community roster. Let’s face it. Looking her up isn’t exactly rocket science.

      But seeing her from this far away satiates and settles me without the pressure of peeling back an onion, only to find disappointment and dissatisfaction in a girl not living up to my fantasies.

      Or worse, finding the girl of my dreams has a heart of pure gold that I’ll only end up crushing.

      My only option is to keep life simple. Excruciatingly boring but simple, straightforward, and realistic. And in a tired moment like this, I let myself believe the illusion. She’s as sweet as honey, feisty enough to keep me interested, sexual in imaginative and scandalous ways, and while I’m adding to my Christmas wish list, as sharp as a tack to keep me on my toes.

      And no denying the woman is sexy as hell. Look at her. She bakes.

      Having kneaded the dough to within an inch of its life, she takes a giddy amount of joy plopping it into a pan and covering it with a cloth. Something called proving.

      Hey, just because I didn’t google her doesn’t mean finding out what the hell she’s doing is off-limits. She checks the time, and I do the same. It’s now well past midnight.

      The other loaves usually take an hour before she moves them to the oven, a ritual I know because I’m used to watching. Observing. Seeing habits. Pinpointing patterns. And narrowing in on enough weaknesses and strengths to know who’s an adversary and who’s a friend.

      Her bread-baking skills are a definite strength, striking right to the heart of one of my greatest weaknesses and tempting me with her evil ways. She started late for bread, and no doubt will be up long after I’ve nodded off.

      Unable to stifle a yawn, I stretch and head off to bed, but not before taking one last look at a life not meant for me. Softly, I say, “Good night, little baker girl.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Austin

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s barely the crack of dawn, and boredom has already set in. “It’s going to be a long fucking day,” I mutter to myself, now going on week three without a visit from the Five.

      On edge, I weigh my options for shaking up the monotony of this small suburban life. After some thought, I narrow in on the worst possible thing I could do, and it’s perfect. Even if it’s nothing more than a juvenile prank of pure satisfaction just for me.

      A fire fills my gut, and no matter what I do today, I’m going out gun blazing—with no regrets. I’m ready to hand the universe a dose of fuck yeah on a silver platter and see where it goes.

      First order of business? Mrs. Peacock. Not the lady from Clue, who bumped off Professor Plum in the study with a candlestick. But I wouldn’t put it past her, because it’s the innocent-looking ones no one suspects that you’ve got to watch out for.

      This one lives in my neighborhood. Having no idea of or interest in her real name, I’ve dubbed her that because at least once a week, she sports a bright purple shirt with, you guessed it, a peacock on it, because she must really like them.

      She’s older, emphasis on the old, but gets in her ten thousand steps by circling the neighborhood a few times a day. Perpetually talking on her phone, she suffers through those long, rushed strolls completely oblivious to minor things like oncoming traffic or common courtesy. Or the fact that, thanks to her phone conversations carried on in public, now everyone in the neighborhood knows that her good-for-nothing son can’t hold down a job.

      In the spirit of fuck yeah, target acquired.

      Today, my curiosity and diabolical side double-dare fate to see just how far I can push the envelope. And how oblivious this woman really is. Her daily walks are as regular as a blow job from a hooker, and between my military background and trusty Apple watch, I’m all over it like a fat guy on a bar stool.

      I glance at the time. It’s well before the normal morning rush hour, though a dogwalker might be out if their pooch needs an early whiz. Which means my chances of the police being called or an HOA complaint are low. Possible, but low.

      Unless I scare her off, this will be the first of three walks of her day. No matter how nice this neighborhood is, she could really use reflectors and a small can of mace, because creeps and bad drivers are everywhere. Even in gated communities. Hence my reason for watching the old girl’s back in the first place.

      Fresh out of bed, I check my watch as my cheery whistle fills the air, saunter to my front door and fling it open, freeing Big Willy to the refreshing breeze of an early Dallas day.

      Mrs. Peacock strolls along, right on time, as I proceed in an unrushed pace to the end of the driveway. Pretending to grab a nonexistent newspaper, I scoop up nothing but air, and salute proudly as she moseys past my complete nakedness without so much as a blink.

      “Good morning,” I call out, my tone bright as I proudly display my gifts for her viewing pleasure.

      “Morning,” she mutters back with a dismissive wave of her hand and barely a glance, holding the phone to her ear with the other hand.

      I’m left aghast with my hands in the air and an earful of how her son is training to be a Marine. In disbelief on both accounts, I roll my eyes. I’m not sure if I’m more perplexed that she bought his shit, has never heard of Bluetooth, or remains completely oblivious to my unabashed full-frontal nudity.

      Yammering on into her phone, she toddles on, her orthopedic-shoed feet carrying her past my house and down the street.

      Brazenly, I holler, “Pose with a nude model. One dollar. Today only.”

      Totally offended at her lack of response, I prop my hands on my hips and stare at her retreating back in disbelief, barely noticing the glowing sunrise, the stiff breeze, or the frozen gaze of the little baker girl staring straight at me from her driveway across the street. Not one of those perfectly pruned shrubs or yellow-and-purple flowers stands between me and my nudity, and her wide eyes and parted mouth.

      Like the arrogant bastard I am, I take a proud bow before heading back to my house, fully mooning her and anyone else who might be watching as I make my way to the front door. As luck would have it, I nearly get whacked by the damn thing as it’s slammed shut by the growing wind.

      Really? Why the hell did I leave the bedroom window open?

      No matter. I punch in my super-secret code of Betty Crocker’s house number—seven, one, eight, five—to unlock the bolt. But nothing happens. No beeps. No clicks. Nothing at all to let me know this door is opening anytime soon.

      “Hi,” a soft voice says from behind me.

      One that I have no intention of shying away from.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            Evie

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m on my way,” I promise Felicity, one of a dozen lawyers on my team who are now burning up my phone with random questions about conflicting depositions and upcoming hearings.

      And while I’m juggling my new role as lead counsel and trying to break up with my fiancé, I’m also packing up a bright pink box with homemade pastries because, clearly, I don’t have enough shit on my plate. And I’m insane.
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