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      “Why did you make me come to the bar at the ass crack of dawn on a Saturday morning?”

      Marco scowls at me, sitting on a tall stool at the bar at Conquistadors Tequila Bar. The bar he owns, which is closed and empty at this hour. He’s wearing a pair of well-worn jeans that sit low on his hips and a blue plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and a cup of coffee sits near his elbow. “It’s a secret. We need to do this when Beck’s not around.”

      This is about Beck?

      I frown at the mention of Marco’s friend and business partner, who is now engaged to my best friend, Hayden. Hayden and Beck met here at Conquistadors the night Hayden and I came to a tequila-tasting event. That was also the night I met Marco. Unfortunately. The man is so annoying. He’s just so . . . stodgy. Unless he’s talking about tequila. Then he gets a little more fun. Also, he’s rude. He’s always mocking me.

      “Secret.” I purse my lips. “Do you plan to enlighten me?”

      He pauses, his eyes moving over my face.

      What? Do I have something gross hanging out of my nose? I resist the urge to lift a hand and check.

      “Of course,” he finally says, gesturing to the stool next to him. “Have a seat.”

      “How long is this going to take?”

      His jaw tightens.

      I climb onto the stool with a huff and set my purse on the bar. “You know, there’s this thing called email. Or a phone, which you can use to text or call. If you wanted to tell me about something, all of those communication methods are quick and private, and I could have gotten another hour of sleep.”

      Marco sighs. “Would you stop being such a pain in the ass? We’re trying to do something nice here.”

      I grit my teeth. “Pain in the ass? Really? Well, you can just kiss my ass.”

      “It would be my pleasure, belleza, as you have a very fine ass.” He gives me a brief wink along with that smile that pops cute dimples into his cheeks. Ugh.

      “You’ve never seen my ass. And you never will.”

      “I’ve never seen your naked ass,” he corrects. “I have seen you wearing tight jeans, however. And I did see a picture of your ass—in a tiny bikini bottom—and I maintain my claim that it is sweet.”

      Oh yeah. That would be one of the ads I did for OC Swimsuits. I repress a growl of frustration. “Oh my God. I can’t believe we’re talking about my ass.”

      “You’re the one who invited me to kiss it, Supermodel.”

      “I’m not a supermodel,” I mutter.

      “Would you like a cup of coffee?”

      I’d kill for caffeine. My teeth grind even more. “Sure. Thanks,” I say grudgingly.

      He slides off the stool and strolls around behind the bar, his stride long legged and confident, his shoulders broad, hips narrow. I can’t stop my gaze from dropping to his ass, which is . . . I close my eyes. No. I’m not checking out his ass.

      He reaches for a mug under the bar, and the muscles and tendons in his lean forearm flex as he pours from the pot of coffee. He pushes it across the bar toward me. “Cream? Milk? Sugar?”

      “A little milk, please.”

      He surprises me by opening a fridge and removing a carton, rather than giving me a little plastic container. He does a quick pour. “White enough?”

      “Yes.” It’s perfect. I pick up the spoon he lays beside the mug and give it a stir. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He returns to the stool next to me, sitting with one foot on a rung, knee bent, the other foot on the floor in a relaxed, masculine pose. “Now . . . the reason I asked you to come here is to see if you’ll help plan an engagement party for Hayden and Beck.”

      I blink at him. “An engagement party?”

      “Yes.” He reaches out and swivels a laptop computer on the polished wood bar. “I found this site called The Knot. They tell you everything about weddings and engagements.”

      “That’s where you got the idea to host an engagement party for Hayden and Beck?”

      “Yeah. See, it says here usually engagement parties are hosted by the bride’s parents. But Hayden’s parents are gone, and I don’t think her Aunt Gina and Uncle Colin are up to it, since Gina had her fall. Apparently she still isn’t as mobile as she used to be.”

      My heart thaws minutely. “True.”

      “The groom’s parents could also do it, but . . . well, Beck and his folks aren’t exactly close.”

      I nod, sadly aware of that fact, too.

      “So I thought their closest friends should do it. Namely, us.”

      I sense the distaste in his tone of voice. Too bad we hate each other.

      Okay that’s not strictly true. Marco annoys me. He more often than not wears a brooding scowl, although he manages to turn on the charm around customers in the bar. He clearly regards me as an airheaded blond bimbo, flirting with me but also mansplaining things to me that make me grit my teeth. Lately he seems even moodier than usual.

      Plan a party with him? God, I’d rather pose naked for a billboard on the 405.

      But Hayden is my best friend. And Beck makes Hayden happy. And dammit, it’s kind of cute how Marco looked up this wedding website, and it’s actually sort of thoughtful that he wants to plan a party to help our friends celebrate their engagement. Actually, it’s something I should have thought of. Which annoys me even more.

      “We’re thinking of Sunday, August 6,” he continues. “We can do it here. Close down the bar for the evening.”

      That does sound like a fun idea.

      “We need some help from you to plan the guest list,” he says. “Obviously, we’ll invite Hayden’s aunt and uncle. But who else? Some of her coworkers? Other friends?”

      I bite my lip. “Yes, I know who to invite.” I pause. “What about invitations?”

      “Yeah, we’ll need those. And maybe you can handle the decorations? Cade and I will look after the food and drinks.”

      Cade is his other Navy SEAL buddy and business partner at Conquistadors.

      “Decorations?” I peer at the computer screen. “How do you decorate for an engagement party?”

      “It says to plan a theme that’s different from the wedding.”

      I shoot him a smirk. “You’re really into this, aren’t you? Doesn’t this go against your man card, or something?”

      “My man card is secure,” he says, his face impassive. “But I’m willing to prove it to you anytime you want.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, thanks, but no.” I read the text on the website. “Okay, well, Hayden and Beck haven’t even started planning their wedding yet, so who knows what style it will be. If it’s up to Hayden, they’ll get married at city hall one day on her lunch break.”

      “We won’t let that happen. She deserves to be a beautiful bride for one special day.”

      I turn my head and give him a long look. Dammit. He cares about Hayden. That makes it harder to hate him. “You sure about that man card, Mr. Romance?”

      He gives a tiny movement of his lips and chin, a nod and a smile that are so subtle yet ooze confidence and masculinity. “Keep questioning me and I’ll think you really do want me to prove it to you.”

      “Ugh.” I pick up my coffee and sip. “Okay. I’ll do the decorations, the invitations, and the guest list.”

      Marco reaches out to touch the track pad, his arm brushing mine. I jerk back, nearly spilling my coffee. “Also, we can play games.”

      For a moment, I think he’s talking about us. Me and Marco. My jaw drops.

      Then I realize he means party games. This big grouch is planning party games? “No. No games. Hayden would not go for that.”

      “Hey, Beck’s little professor is loosening up. Sure, she’ll play some games. Plus, since this is a chance to introduce people to each other, friends and family of the bride and groom, games are a good way to get people talking and break the ice.”

      I stare at him.

      Unconcerned, he clicks to bring up a new window. “I like this one where we get pictures of Beck and Hayden, cut them in half, and give everyone half a picture when they arrive. Then they have to mingle and talk to people to find the other half.”

      I bite my lip. That actually sounds really fun.

      “It’s better than bingo,” he adds dryly.

      “I’ll give you that, Mr. Romance.”

      “But I also like the newlywed game. Or in this case, almost wed. We can ask them questions about their sexual proclivities to see how well they know each other.”

      I gawk at him. Who is this man? Is he appealing to my fun-loving side, hoping to get me on board by teasing me with embarrassing party games? I press my lips together. I can’t quite stop the smile, though, and it breaks free. “I kind of like that.”

      “See? We’re having fun doing something nice for our friends. It’s not so bad.’

      I narrow my eyes at him, but my smile lingers.

      “Like, one of the questions could be how long after they met did they have, ahem, intimate relations.”

      I choke. “We can’t ask that! It was, like, five minutes.”

      Marco gives me an evil grin. “Heh. I know. Okay, we’ll just ask about sexual positions. Or their kinkiest fetish.”

      A laugh escapes my lips and I clap a hand over my mouth. Damn. “How about this one . . .” I point at the screen. “If your first kiss could be described as a candy, what would it be: Starburst, Milky Way, Snickers, Zero, or Goobers?”

      Marco laughs, and the sound is deep and smooth. It makes heat curl low in my belly. I haven’t heard Marco laugh very often. “Goobers. Christ, I hope not, for Hayden’s sake.”

      “I’m pretty sure she’d answer Starburst.”

      Our eyes meet, both of us smiling. And damn if I don’t feel a tiny little starburst in my chest. Whoa, whoa.

      I quickly look back at the computer. “Okay, okay, a couple of games could be fun. Cheesy, but fun.”

      What am I getting into? Planning a party with Marco means we’ll have to talk to each other. Possibly see each other. No, wait. I reach for my purse. “Give me your cellphone number so we can text each other about the party.” That way we won’t have to talk or see each other.

      “My pleasure, belleza.” He rattles off the number and I enter it into my phone, then send him a text.

      “There. Now you have mine too. So no more reasons for dragging me out of bed on a Saturday morning.”

      “I’d never drag you out of bed on a Saturday morning.” His gaze drops to my mouth. “I’d rather keep you in bed.”

      Heat rushes up into my face and I hop off the stool. “And you saying things like that is why we’re going to be texting each other.”

      I stride out of the bar, my heart thudding. Why does he say things like that? He’s been making comments like that since the first time we met. It irks me no end that he clearly thinks I’m a piece of meat to be ogled and drooled over just because I use my face and body in my career.

      I step out into fresh morning air and glance at my watch. I have a job this afternoon, a location shoot at Oceanside Pier for a local casual clothing shop. Much as I complained about getting dragged out of bed early on a Saturday, I need to get ready for that.

      I stroll to where I’d parked my car, inhaling the briny ocean scent, turning my face to the sun. Another gorgeous day in Southern California. Perfect day to lower the top on my Mustang convertible and enjoy the wind in my hair.  I’ll have to wash it before I leave for the shoot anyway.

      On the short drive back to my place on Taos Drive I try to let the summer breeze blow away my irritation at Marco.

      I’m really not sure why he bugs me so much. I’m used to being treated like an object. But that’s starting to get to me, too.

      Hell. I gust out a sigh. Marco’s not the only one grouchy lately. My job, my best friend’s preoccupation with her new fiancé, and his friends are all annoying me. Not to mention my family. Jeez, they’re stressing me out lately, too. My mom, who’s having a hard time adapting to retirement and making me crazy. My oldest sibling, Lauren, who recently shocked the family with the news that she and her husband of sixteen years were splitting up. Lauren’s fourteen-year-old daughter who’s now acting out. And Grandma Garner, who created a stir in the assisted-living facility for having an overnight guest in her apartment. Male guest.

      I love my family, but what happened to the days when I was the oddball nobody else understood? They’ve always been the perfect overachievers who made me feel invisible.

      Feeling invisible might be the worst feeling in the world. And it’s ironic, considering I earn my living being extremely visible. But that’s not me. That’s just the external me, the makeup and hair and clothes I display for the world to see. The real me is inside. The real me is the one people don’t see.

      Except for Hayden. Best friends since middle school, we bonded as misfits, rejected by the other girls for not conforming to their standards of dress, makeup, and boy craziness. We were never good at sports, preferring to hang out in the library or local bookstore, or the animal shelter where we volunteered. Despite our differences—Hayden is extremely logical and sensible, whereas I’m emotional and impulsive; Hayden is quiet and introverted, while I’m extroverted and talkative—we understand each other. Hayden keeps me focused, and I keep Hayden from becoming a hermit.

      And Grandma Garner. Grandma is the other oddball in the family, the one who understands me better than anyone else. As Grandma says, we’re “kindred spirits.”

      I turn into the parking lot behind my condo complex, park, and enter my little place. It’s big enough for me. I like the wall of windows leading onto a balcony that overlooks the center courtyard full of palm trees and flowers, and the location is great. But it’s not the kind of place I see myself living in forever. I’ve been keeping an eye out for a property I could move up to, now my money situation is pretty comfortable. Of course, since I impulsively applied for that scholarship to study photography in Spain and shockingly got accepted, I’ll have to put that on hold.

      I’d like a house, something with character that I can make my own. Not that I haven’t made this condo my own, but there are limits to what I can do with it.

      I drop my big purse on the granite counter separating my tiny kitchen from the living/dining area and head to my bedroom. I didn’t even shower after rolling out of bed to answer Marco’s summons to Conquistadors.

      I like “kindred spirits,” the people you relate to without any effort. Too bad Marco isn’t a little more kindred.

      Except . . . there’s something about him that I do feel a sense of connection with. His typical look is a broody scowl, though he smiles and flirts with customers. But the smiles never really dispel the faint shadows in those dark eyes, hints of pain and sadness that tug at something inside me. I know what it’s like to be hurt, but I have a feeling Marco’s wounds are much darker and deeper than the ones I’ve experienced.

      And that is all in my past. I’ve moved on from all that. Now I’m a successful model many people admire. If I felt a teensy bit dissatisfied with that, well, I’ve been at this a while and it’s bound to get old. Unfortunately, I’m also getting old, and the jobs I’m being offered are getting fewer and further between. Less glamorous. There are hundreds of young girls people would rather hire.

      I can’t complain about this stuff to anyone, because people look at me and think I can’t possibly have problems. Bitching about my modeling career? Oh, too bad, so sad. And I am grateful for the success I’ve had, truly. But sometimes I feel like my life doesn’t mean anything. Like I’ll never do anything that makes a real difference in the world.

      My best friend is trying to find a cure for cancer. My entire family is successful in the business world. And I… I get my picture taken for advertisements.

      I quickly shower and wash my hair. I had my regular waxing appointment the other day so I’m good to go. I leave my hair damp, knowing it’ll air dry on the way to the pier.

      I drove up the coast, grateful for no traffic snarls on a summer Saturday, and find the trailer where hair and makeup are waiting for me. I’ve worked with Olympia and Chantal before and we chat easily as Olympia turns my hair into a perfectly tousled style and Chantal does my face. I also know the photographer, Chance. We dated a few times years ago, but it had never gone anywhere and now we’re friends. He’s been helpful to me with my own photography, giving me advice when I bought a new camera and suggestions on how to improve my shots.

      Another model arrives as Chantal finishes glossing my lips.

      “Hey, Carrie.” Ralph greets me with a wide smile. “Good to see you.”

      “You too.” Eh, not really. Ralph is stunningly gorgeous, with cut muscles and abs you could scrub clothes on, tanned and white toothed with a killer smile. But he’s incredibly shallow. He has to spend most of his time in the gym, and all he likes to talk about is protein shakes, tanning beds, and whether his calves are too skinny.

      The first outfit I don is a cute little romper in a bright tropical print. The front has a plunging cowl neckline and Chantal adds shimmer to my chest and cleavage.

      I’m so used to this, but damn, it gets harder and harder to stand there and let people fuss over my hair and makeup and the outfit I’m wearing, pinning it at the back so it fits my narrow torso better, tweaking the neckline. I have to look over everyone’s heads and force myself to breathe normally because I feel all twitchy.

      Then Ralph and I are out on the pier with people swarming around us—the stylist, the photographer, his assistant, the marketing rep from the store, and a bunch of other people. I smile and shake my hair back in the ocean breeze and move from pose to pose with Ralph against the wooden railing of the pier. Tourists and people out for the day pause to watch the shoot.

      I change into a bikini and a floaty skirt that sits low on my hips. Ralph and I return to the beach, this time on the sand beneath the pier, the crisscross supports of the structure behind us. The breeze tosses the skirt around my legs, and once again I move from pose to pose, smiling into Ralph’s eyes, adjusting the tilt of my head, the width of my smile, the turn of my foot in the sand.

      “Yeah, turn your head the other way,” Chance calls to me. “You look like you have a double chin.”

      I resist an eye roll. I do not have a double chin. Fuck him.
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      I watch Carrie stride out of Conquistadors with a sigh.

      The shit that comes out of my mouth when she’s around is never what it’s supposed to be.

      I have no idea why she hates my guts, but she clearly does. From the first time I met her at one of our tequila-tasting evenings when she came in with her friend Hayden, I’ve been dumbstruck by how gorgeous she is. There’s something about her that . . . shines. The luminous smile, her laugh, the way she seems to enjoy life so much. So I flirted a little. Isn’t that how you show a woman you’re interested in her?

      Except she’s not interested in me.

      Okay, so I’m aiming too high with her. A blond, blue-eyed model with several sexy swimsuit shoots in her portfolio is probably, no definitely out of my league. Of course she dislikes me. I’m the guy nobody wants.

      Okay, okay, that’s melodramatic and pathetic.

      I slide off the stool at the bar and move around behind it to place stemmed glasses into the overhead rack. It’s early in the day but I can still be productive.

      After my parents were deported when I was fourteen, my sister and I were shuttled into the foster care system. Unfortunately for me, nobody wanted a fourteen-year-old Mexican kid with dark hair and brown skin who was big for his age and had an attitude. They did, however, want my ten-year-old sister, Alejandra. She was small and cute . . . and a girl. She disappeared with her new family amid tears and heartbreak, and I’ve only seen her once since then. After her family adopted her and changed her name, I completely lost track of her. To this day I have no idea where she is.

      I wasn’t adopted, but was shuttled from one foster home to another. It was clear that none of them really wanted me there. At first, I’d have a deeply buried molecule of hope every time a new family took me in. Maybe they would be the ones who loved me. Who wanted me. Maybe I’d fit in there and feel safe. But I soon learned not to get my hopes up. Not to care. I became resentful, edgy. Difficult. Who could blame them for not wanting me?

      So hey, it’s no surprise that someone like Carrie doesn’t want me either. Maybe that’s why her dismissal of me bugs me so much . . . it brings back those memories of rejection and being found lacking.

      I got over that. At least, I thought I had. I found my place in the world when I became a Navy SEAL. I found my brothers, the men who understand me like nobody else I’ve ever met. I proved myself worthy by succeeding at the most demanding training the US military has to offer. I finally felt at home—accepted. Like I was making a contribution and that contribution was valued.

      I wipe a glass and set it on a shelf. It’s one of the special tequila glasses we used for our finest añejo tequilas, and for the tasting evenings we started having in an attempt to improve business.

      Our first couple of tasting evenings went well. We made some money and interest has grown, and we’re seeing the payoff in return customers. We have another one planned in a few weeks, and we also have a bachelor party scheduled next month. A groom and his friends are coming in to do a private tequila-tasting evening.

      My thoughts go back to Carrie again as I move around behind the bar preparing for the day ahead. When she walked in earlier, I had to look twice at her because she looked so different. At first I couldn’t figure out what it was, but then I realized she had no makeup on. I’d never seen her without makeup.

      Not that she wears a lot of makeup, but what she does wear makes her look really different. She has gorgeous eyes, an unusual gray-blue that she emphasizes with shadow and mascara, and full lips that make me think carnal thoughts. She’s usually pretty polished looking, but today she was wearing ripped jeans and an old hoodie, her hair was up in a messy twist on top of her head with pieces falling around her face, her lips a naked pale pink, and her eyes bare and vulnerable looking.

      She gave me a genuine smile when we were talking about those stupid party games—I knew she would like them, heh—and there’d been a moment there, a flash of heat that made me think maybe she doesn’t totally hate me.

      Then again, what the hell do I know?

      The sound of the back door opening and closing alerts me to the arrival of someone. Likely not Beck, since he and Hayden are no doubt snuggled up in bed together on a Saturday morning. Who knows when we’ll see Beck again?

      Ugh. I hate the twist I feel in my gut. I’m not jealous of Beck. I’m happy for him. So we see less of him these days. That’s fine. And it’s not like Beck is shirking his duties at Conquistadors—he’s here tending bar like he always has and helping out. In fact, maybe more so after we had a little talk about his busy pre-Hayden social life. But now outside of work we don’t see him as much as we used to.

      Cade appears from the hallway, scowling. “Hey. Too early for tequila shots?”

      I lift an eyebrow. “You know me. It’s never too early. What’s wrong?”

      “Just a huge traffic snarl up on the 405. You know how that makes me nuts.”

      “What the hell were you doing on the 405?” Cade’s place is only a few blocks from Conquistadors. All three of us found homes near the bar in the Pacific Beach neighborhood of San Diego, near the ocean we all love. “Oh, never mind.”

      Cade’s been sleeping his way through the entire female population of Southern California for the last few months.

      “You’d think getting laid would put you in a good enough mood to handle a little traffic.”

      “You’d think.” Despite his stated need for tequila, Cade makes no move to pour himself a drink. And he probably won’t. “And it was more than a little traffic. It was a fucking parking lot. I could have gotten out of my car and walked here faster.”

      “Hey, chill. No big deal. It’s not like you’re gonna get fired for being late.”

      Cade rubs his face. “Right. Right.” Of all of us, Cade’s the one who is most tightly wound, although his shaggy, sun-bleached hair and deep tan give the impression of a laid-back surfer dude.

      “So, listen. I have to tell you about the party we’re having for Beck and Hayden.”

      “Party?”

      “Yeah.” I outline the plans for the upcoming engagement soiree.

      Cade nods agreeably. “Sure. Sounds good. What can I do?”

      “We’re taking care of food and drinks. I asked Carrie to help with the guest list and decorations.”

      “Decorations?” Cade’s eyebrows pull together

      I shrug. “She’s all artsy and into that shit.”

      Cade grins. “She actually agreed to help you?”

      “Yeah.” I frown. “It’s for her best friend.”

      “Right, right. Okay, August 6. Does the happy couple know about this yet?”

      “No. I thought it should be a surprise.”

      “Oh. Okay, then good thing I asked. So we don’t say anything to either of them about it.” He squints. “How will we get them here that night?”

      Marco grins. “That can be your contribution.” I clap a hand on Cade’s shoulder.

      “Great.” Cade grimaces. “Guess I can come up with something.”

      More sounds from the back of the restaurant announce the arrival of staff showing up for work, since the bar and restaurant open for lunch shortly. Not that things are ever that busy for lunch. It seems most of our customers prefer to come in the evening, and if they order food it’s mainly the bar snacks.

      “Hey.”

      We both turn to see Beck stroll into the bar.

      “Hey. You dragged yourself out of your girlfriend’s bed to join us?” I lift an eyebrow.

      Beck frowns. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? I work here, remember?”

      I sigh and resume wiping glasses. “Yeah, yeah. We need to have another talk with Sid about fixing our menu. We need to be busier at lunchtime. That would solve some of our problems.”

      We’ve been talking to Sid, our cook, about trying to improve the food menu, and he’s made some changes, but it hasn’t helped a whole lot. We’re feeling pressure to increase our food sales because of city requirements to sell at least fifty percent food and fifty percent alcohol. The laws are not in our favor, though, because we sell top-shelf drinks at premium prices, making it hard to meet that ratio of food to alcohol.

      The last thing the three of us want is to be shut down because we’re not selling enough food. Their manager, Danny, doesn’t think that’ll happen, but you never know. We also just want to be better; it’s in our nature to strive to be the best at whatever we do.

      This business is everything to me now. We three became family when we met in the Navy SEALs. Now Beck, and Cade, and I are living a civilian life, and they’re still the only family I have. I’d do anything to make sure we don’t lose this. We have to succeed. For Navy SEALs, failure is not an option. The SEAL maxim is: the person who will not be defeated cannot be defeated.

      We’re all determined and hardworking, but none of us are experienced at running a restaurant. Sure, we know tequila. We drank enough of it. That was the joke when we were trying to figure out what to do with our lives when we were no longer SEALs—the one thing we know a lot about is tequila. Let’s open a tequila bar, I said. It’ll be fun.

      But running a business requires a lot more than knowledge about reposado, añejo, and extra añejo. We rely heavily on Danny. We trust him and his advice. When it comes to the kitchen, Sid’s our man, but we’ve all been having doubts about his ability to get us through this. Using frozen burgers, jugs of mass-produced salsa, and generic packaged chips isn’t cutting it.

      “He made a few changes,” Beck says. “They seem to be working.”

      “It’s not enough,” Cade says. “Marco’s right.”

      I gasp. “What did you just say?”

      Cade grins. “Don’t get used to hearing that. But in this case you are. Improving our lunch business would help. People don’t come to drink tequila at lunchtime.”

      “Well, some people do.” Beck grimaces.

      Cade laughs. “True.

      “And there was more vandalism last night,” I add with a frown. This is the other issue that’s chapping my ass lately—the acts of vandalism that are occurring in the neighborhood, one of which was graffiti spray-painted over our back wall. We were all pissed about that, although happy at least it wasn’t on the front of the bar. We spent hundreds of dollars to hire someone to paint over it to get rid of the colorful image.

      “More graffiti?” Beck grabs a glass out of my hand and heads to the refrigerator.

      “Yeah. At the coffee shop down the street. Fuck, that pisses me off.”

      “Relax, man.” Beck pours orange juice into the glass.

      “Easy for you to say, the guy who’s getting laid on the reg.”

      Beck grins. He’s definitely a happier guy lately.

      “Come on,” Beck says. “Dealing with issues like our food menu and a little graffiti should be a piece of cake after dealing with everything we went through.”

      “Hell week,” Cade says. “Combat deployments.”

      “Helicopters nearly crashing,” I add. “Shrapnel wounds.”

      “Nearly getting raped by a whale,” Cade says.

      I laugh. “Right.”

      “Pink glitter bombs in the gear,” Cade adds.

      Beck grins. SEALs do like their pranks. “Yeah. My point is, this isn’t life and death.”

      Beck’s point has merit. But it’s in my nature to want justice. Those bastard graffiti artists can’t get away with shit like that. I want to find them and punish them.

      As for the restaurant and our menu problems, what does success look like anyway? We have customers coming in who enjoy themselves here, regulars who like to hang out here, we have enough money to pay the bills and a lifestyle we’re making the most of. Sunny Southern California offers plenty of opportunities for us to enjoy the physical kinds of pastimes we all enjoy: mountain biking, rock climbing, hang gliding, go-kart racing, paintball . . . even skydiving like Beck does to raise money for the Trident Foundation, which he started to provide financial help to Navy SEALs in times of need. And I have my welding art. It’s a weird kind of hobby I’ve been playing around with using the welding skills I learned in the Navy, not for salvaging sunken vessels or repairing ships below the waterline, but for having some fun with.

      “Yeah,” I final admit. “You’re right.”

      Cade snorts. “Jeez. What’s happening here today? We’re not gonna argue about green versus red salsa or which kinds of tequila we’re going to serve at the next tasting event?”

      “We’re not gonna argue about that because I’ve already decided,” I say.

      “Whatever.” Cade shrugs. “In other news, we need to hire more serving staff.”

      “What?” I scowl. “We just hired three new waiters.”

      Cade nods. “And then Betsy decided to move back to L.A. and Julio gave his notice because he got a full-time job as a bank teller.”

      “Well, shit.” Beck frowns too. “It never ends.”

      Staffing is a pain in the ass sometimes.

      “Nope.” Cade shakes his head.

      “Why do we have so much turnover? This is a great place to work,” I say.

      “And we’re the shit,” Beck adds. “Who could ask for better bosses?”

      Cade and I both grin. “Right? Something else we’re all in agreement on.”

      “It’s just the nature of the business,” Cade says. “We’re doing fine. Don’t worry, I’ll deal with it.” He’s the businessman of the three of us, the guy who does the books and counts the nickels. He does the hiring and all the paperwork that goes with that, but Beck and I usually take on training new staff.

      “So who was last night’s hookup?” I ask Cade.

      Cade squints. “I think her name was Leslie.”

      I hoist an eyebrow. “You think? Jesus, man.”

      “Yeah, yeah, it was Leslie. She was fun.”

      “But you’re not seeing her again.”

      “Yeah, probably not. But I never say never.”

      “He’s not seeing her again,” I say to Beck.

      “We worry about you, dude.” Beck gives Cade a look.

      Cade lifts his middle finger at us.

      “What kind of communication is that?” Beck says. “I’m serious.”

      “You’re not serious. Nobody worries about a guy who’s having a lot of no-strings-attached sex.”

      I’m about to agree with that, but Beck says, “Sure they do. Because when you find the right woman, all that meaningless sex seems kinda . . . empty.”

      Cade and I groaned. “Here we go,” I say. “Now he’s married off he thinks we should all be.”

      Beck just laughs, which again says much about his state of mind. “I’m not saying you should get married. But, man . . . even though you’re having sex with a different woman every night—”

      “Not every night,” Cade protests. “Come on. I do have other things in my life.”

      Beck shrugs. “Whatever. My point was that despite all the hot sex, you don’t actually seem that happy.”

      “I’m happy.” Cade’s eyebrows fly up. He points at me. “Him. He’s the one who’s not happy. Walking around scowling all the time. You’re scaring customers away.”

      “I am not.” My forehead tightens into that scowl. I force myself to relax my facial features, because once a-fucking-gain Cade is right.

      “Maybe you need to get laid,” Beck says mildly, then drains the juice in the glass.

      Yeah, I need to get laid. And the person who immediately comes to mind is Carrie.

      Goddamn, I wanted to sink my cock into her so deep, feel how wet and tight her pussy is and taste her gorgeous, lickable mouth. I want to make her come so hard she sees not just stars but galaxies and begs me for more. Yeah. I want her begging me for it, not insulting me and snubbing me.

      Damn. I let my mind go there and that’s bad, as I feel a stirring in my southern region.

      “I’m fine,” I snap.

      Beck and Cade exchange a look that irritates me even more.

      “What?” I demand.

      “You are a little crusty lately,” Beck says. “Everything okay?”

      “No, everything’s not okay. Were we not just talking about how we need more food business, need to fix our menu, need to hire more staff again, and need to stop the fucking criminals who are defacing property in the neighborhood?”

      “And I said, chill, none of that is life and death, and you agreed with me, remember?”

      I suck in a breath. “Right.” I grit my teeth, unwilling to share that I’m worried that Beck being in a relationship with a woman might mean he’s pulling away from us and our brotherhood, and that a certain gorgeous model is making me nuts. “Right. Okay. I’m fine. Just a little . . . yeah, maybe getting laid would be a good thing.”

      “There ya go. You’re off tonight. It’s Saturday. Why don’t you go to some pickup bar down on Fifth Avenue and see if you can get lucky. I still find it hard to believe, but apparently some chicks think you’re not bad looking.”

      I have to laugh and shake my head. The idea of going to some meat-market bar alone appeals about as much as having my back, crack, and sack waxed. But hey, maybe that really is what I need. Maybe getting away from this place for a while and forgetting about staffing and our menu and Beck’s preoccupation with his fiancée would be a good idea.

      “Hey, wait. You’re telling me meaningless sex is empty and lonely, but you’re encouraging him to do it?” Cade glares at Beck.

      Beck laughs.
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      I’m not sure how I’ve been convinced to tag along with Chance, Chantal, and Olympia tonight. After the photo shoot, they invited me to come with them for dinner and then dancing at a new club Chance wants to check out.

      Sitting at home alone on a Saturday night isn’t all that appealing, so I agreed to go with them. I could go hang out with Hayden at Conquistadors, since Beck is working there tonight, but then I’d be forced to hang out with Marco too, and I’ve already seen him once today, which is one time too many.

      So here I am entering Delirium on Fourth Avenue, dressed in a tight little black dress and spiky heels, my hair still in messy waves from this afternoon. Some DJ I’ve never heard of is appearing tonight, and apparently he’s popular because the place is packed. Music pounds around us as we make our way through a crowd toward the bar glowing with purple lights. Above us, blue and purple rays crisscross the black ceiling, changing colors and pulsing to the beat of the music.

      Chase orders us all surprise drinks. We watch the bartender in a tiny black sequined bra mix them, shimmying her shoulders to the music as she does so.

      I accept the glass and take a sip. “Yum. What is it?”

      “California Legspreader.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. Chase grins, and Olympia and Chantal laugh.

      We stand at a railing to watch the dancing for a while. On a catwalk, two girls wearing outfits similar to the bartender’s swing their long hair and shake their asses in little black shorts.

      “Damn,” Chase mutters, eyes on one of the dancing girls. “She is hot.”

      “Mmmm.” I can’t argue with that. Both girls are stunning, and the way they move to the music is mesmerizing. The beat infects me, making me shift my body in time to it. I love music, but I’m not the best dancer. I’ve had a few dance lessons and can now move a little and not make a complete fool of myself, but as a tall, gangly teenager I always felt awkward on the dance floor, like I was all wild arms and legs. I’ve never really gotten over that.

      With our second drink in hand, we take to the floor as a group. A man near Carrie catches my eye and smiles and I smile back. He dances nearer to me. “Hi. I’m Brent.”

      “Carrie.” I keep moving to the music, smiling.

      “Was your dad a boxer? ’Cause you’re a knockout.”

      I burst out laughing. “Um, thanks.”

      Brent grins.

      I dance with Brent then return to my friends for a few more songs before leaving the dance floor. I fan my face with my hand, warm from the crowd and the activity.

      “Another Legspreader?” Chase asks.

      “No, let’s get bottles.” Olympia leans on the bar, her long red hair flowing down her back She rises onto her tiptoes to shout across the bar, “Four bottles of champagne!”

      My eyebrows rise and I shake my head. “Champagne?”

      “It’s just cheap stuff.” She grins.

      We return to the dance floor, sipping the bubbly wine straight from the bottle. The alcohol is definitely blurring everything for me, the lights and the bodies and the music whirling around me.

      Then the DJ starts and things get even more crowded, everyone screaming and cheering as he’s introduced. I thrust my bottle into the air and cheer along with everyone else. Then I turn around and see . . . Marco.

      I blink because it’s dark in here and the flashing lights make it hard to see at times, but yep, it’s him, leaning on the railing only a few feet from me. Watching me.

      I lift my bottle to him in a sort of toast. He scowls.

      I shrug and resume dancing, taking another swig of champagne. I’m having fun.

      Is he here alone?

      I risk a glance his way only to encounter his burning stare again. My skin heats even more. He does seem to be alone, but wait . . . not for long. One of the female servers, wearing yet another version of their uniform, a tight black halter top and silver sequined short shorts, appears at his side with a flirtatious smile and flutter of eyelashes.

      Marco’s smile in return is warm. I don’t want to watch them talk and flirt, but I have a hard time dragging my gaze away from them. I toss my hair back and focus on the hip-hop music the DJ is spinning.

      “I need to sit down,” Olympia yells over the music. “My feet are killing me.”

      “Take off your shoes!” Chantal calls.

      “I just want to sit.”

      “Okay. I’ll come with you.” I take Olympia’s hand and we make our way through the crush, a little unsteady due to three-inch heels and champagne. We find a spot on a long purple banquette and collapse there laughing. Olympia now chooses to slip off her heels.

      I sip my champagne again, and as I lower the bottle Marco appears in front of me.

      “Hey, Supermodel,” he says with a frown. “You look wasted.”

      My eyes pop open. “What? Wasted?”

      “That is not a good pickup line,” Olympia chastises him. “You need to be more complimentary. Like that dude on the dance floor.”

      “What dude on the dance floor?” Marco demands.

      “The one who asked her if her dad was a boxer, because she’s a knockout.” Olympia giggles.

      Marco rolls his eyes. “I’m not trying to pick her up. We know each other.”

      “Oh.” Olympia blinks and turns to me. “You do?”

      One corner of my mouth lifts. “We do.”

      “Well then.” Olympia wriggles away from me and pats the bench between us. “Have a seat.”

      Ugh. I force a tight smile at Marco as he sits, taking up a lot of space with his big shoulders. I try to edge a little farther away from him, but there’s someone else sitting next to me so I can’t go far.

      “Marco, this is my friend Olympia. Olympia, Marco.”

      They shake hands while I briefly pull my top lip between my teeth, awareness skittering over my nerve endings. Marco’s muscular thigh presses against me, the soft cotton of his dress shirt brushes against my bare arm, and heat radiates off his body along with an enticing, spicy male scent.

      “Is there an airport nearby?” Marco asks Olympia.

      I blink, clutching my champagne bottle.

      “Or is that my heart taking off?” he finishes.

      Olympia laughs with delight. “That’s much better.” She gives him a flurry of false eyelashes.

      “If being sexy was a crime, you’d be guilty as charged.”

      She giggles again.

      I frown. Okay, Marco annoys me most of the time, but watching him flirt with my friend is even more aggravating.

      “Are you a campfire? ’Cause you’re hot and I want s’more.”

      Olympia laughs, but I groan. “Oh please. That is so bad.”

      Marco turns to me, his tanned face and dark beard stubble shadowy in the dim club. “Just playin’ around.”

      “How unlike you,” I mutter.

      He plucks the bottle from my hand and takes a gulp.

      “Hey!”

      “You’ve had enough.”

      “I’m not drunk! And it’s not up to you to decide when I’ve had enough.”

      He makes a face as he swallows. “Huh. That stuff’s terrible. Have you been drinking that all night?”

      “No.” The corners of my mouth quiver. “Earlier I had a couple of Legspreaders.”

      Marco’s eyes narrow. “Jesus.”

      “Somehow I knew that would annoy you.” I roll my eyes and wrestle the champagne bottle away from him. In the process, I became pressed even tighter to his side. “Everything about me annoys you.”

      I catch Olympia’s wide-eyed stare. “Um, how do you two know each other?”

      “Marco is one of the owners of Conquistadors. His partner Beck is my friend Hayden’s fiancé.”

      “Oh! Conquistadors. I’ve heard of it but I’ve never been there.”

      “Well, you should definitely come.” Marco flashes a wide, white smile that makes my belly do a little flip. Damn those dimples. “We have over sixty premium one hundred percent blue agave tequilas.”
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