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      While Tasha Gretzky peeled potatoes in the kitchen, the mental image of Luke Jameson’s naked body, covered in soapsuds, water running in rivulets over his lean torso, ignited heat in her deepest recesses. The bathroom door opened, and Luke emerged in all his glorious hotness.

      Oh, yeah. Mashed potatoes. Right.

      “Smells good.” Luke’s voice washed over her, deep and smooth like hot buttered rum.

      The knife slipped and nearly sliced her finger. After a cleansing exhale, she laid it flat on the cutting board. The woodsy scents of shower gel and deodorant drifted on the air. One of her bath towels hung low on his hips, exposing the sexy V pointing down, down, down to the prize inside. A long-fingered hand clutched the towel together, snowy-white cotton contrasting against his bronzed skin. Drops of water clung to his rippled abs and shone like crystals on the smattering of curly black chest hair. She shivered. He was delicious.

      He was also her best friend.

      “Thanks for letting me use your shower,” he said.

      God bless Luke’s incompetent landlord. The day his pipes burst was one of the happiest days in her life. For the past week, he’d been over to shower every day. This afternoon, he’d arrived sweaty and flushed from a ten-mile run. Life was pretty freaking good.

      “No problem,” she replied. “You’re welcome anytime, but I have to ask…” The question had perched on her lips for days. “Why don’t you shower at Rachel’s?”

      He shrugged. “It’s over.”

      This revelation deserved her full attention. Rachel had fronted the list of a long line of girls waiting to snag Luke’s elusive heart. And there had been many, many others.

      “I hope you let her down easy.”

      “I always do.” He sauntered over to the stove and stood in front of her, a little too close. The heat from his body pebbled the skin along her bare shoulders.

      “I swear you change girlfriends more often than I change my underwear,” she teased. “Ever consider settling down with just one?”

      “Absolutely. As soon as I meet a special girl.” Somber eyes met and held hers. “What about you, Miss Serial Dater? You haven’t had a boyfriend since I met you. Don’t you ever think about getting married? Having kids?”

      Although Luke’s list of girlfriends was long, he was an unquestionable monogamist. He devoted himself to each girl, taking them on romantic walks along the canal, quiet dinners at classy restaurants, and was—in Tasha’s opinion—too good for any of them. After a few weeks or months, he invariably grew tired of them and broke it off for reasons he never shared. To her knowledge, he’d never cheated, never even looked at another girl during those relationships. Not once. A man with morals was a rare thing in Tasha’s life, and she respected the hell out of him for it.

      “I don’t do relationships.” This sentence summed up her dating philosophy. No relationships. No commitments. No broken promises. “I will never make that mistake.”

      “Never say never.”

      Luke moved to stand beside her. His shoulder brushed against hers, bare skin to bare skin. Desire tickled along her spine like the touch of a feather. Her fingers curled into fists, fighting back the urge to slide her hand over the swell of his bicep. She shouldn’t. They were friends. Sex complicated everything, created feelings, stirred emotions, and ruined friendships.

      But I want him. Somewhere between playing video games and watching him emerge from her shower, he’d gone from platonic buddy to fuckable sex god. The transition had been imperceptible, but today it reared its head, full grown and insistent.

      “You know, not every relationship ends in heartbreak, Tash.” His fingertip skimmed along her temple, brushing a rebellious tendril of hair from her face.

      “I don’t know how you do it. How you manage to remain friends with your exes.”

      “I don’t fuck around on my girlfriends,” he said, dipping a finger into the gravy and popping it into his mouth. “If I’m with a girl, I’m with her until it’s over, and she knows it. You, on the other hand, are like a weapon of mass destruction, laying waste to the land and scattering body parts everywhere.”

      “I don’t believe in relationships. Someone always cheats. Someone always gets hurt.”

      A hundred different reasons existed for her, but how could she explain all the others to him? He came from a solid family whose parents loved each other to distraction, not a chaotic mess like hers.

      “Maybe we should be lovers. I’m between girlfriends. You’re in an epic dry spell.” The rich sound of his voice enveloped her like an embrace. He leaned down to her ear. The puff of his breath against the delicate shell raised gooseflesh along her neck. “Ever think about it?”

      No, but I’m thinking about it now.

      One deep dimple punctuated his smile. He cocked an eyebrow and lowered the edge of his towel enough to reveal the sharp cut of muscle below his hip. Cocky bastard. Her pulse leaped and skittered like a leaf on a fall breeze. Smiles like his would be her undoing. Smiles like his made her forget her rule about friends.

      “Behave,” she chided, and tried not to lose herself in the amber depths of his eyes.

      He turned his attention to the stove. “How long until it’s done? I’m starving.”

      “Half an hour, more or less,” she replied. “More if you don’t get out of my kitchen.”

      The towel slid lower when he leaned forward to sniff the bubbling pot of chicken and dumplings. She dipped the spoon into the pot and offered him a bite. His hand wrapped around hers to steady the utensil. He pursed his lips and blew on the liquid to cool it, his gaze never leaving hers. When his mouth closed over the spoon and he hummed approval, she melted inside.

      “You’re a culinary goddess,” he said. He released her hand, fingertips gliding over her skin, sending tiny explosions of pleasure in their wake.

      “Are you high?” she asked. “Or just horny? You must be high, because you’re talking crazy today.”

      He laughed. “High? Never. Horny? Always. And hungry,” he added as an afterthought. “But you’re going to take care of me, right?”

      The double entendre stole away her breath. This new, sexually aggressive Luke curled her toes inside her combat boots. He’d always been affectionate—a touch on the shoulder here, a kiss on the forehead there—but lately, those gestures had a different effect on her. Attraction and trepidation had her head spinning and her hormones rocketing.

      “Half an hour,” he mused. “Plenty of time.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Completely.”

      The possibility of a real hookup had never occurred to her. Aside from their part-time jobs at Felony Bar, they had little in common. He was a graphic artist, reliable, and steadfast. She moonlighted as a tattoo artist and waitress, flitting from job to job and lover to lover.

      He fingered one of the braids in her hair. “Pink today? What happened to the blue?” The touch of his fingers brought a rush of tingles deep in her core.

      “Just an impulse, I guess.”

      “What color is your hair really?” he asked.

      “You’ll never know,” she replied, throwing his flirty tone back at him.

      “I want to be one of your impulses,” Luke said. He flipped the end of the braid across the tip of her nose and flashed another smile, turning her knees to liquid. Their eyes met again, and this time there was no mistaking the heat in them.

      Desire and need clenched low in her belly. Self-restraint had never been one of her strong suits. She believed in grabbing life by the balls and riding it to the limit, living each day like it was the last and never looking back. Only respect for Luke and their friendship kept her from acting on it.

      “You couldn’t handle it, Jameson,” she said. Her nostrils filled with the scent of his deodorant and the zest of shower gel. She placed her hands flat on his chest to push him back. Wiry black hairs tickled her palms. God, he was hard and warm, still damp from the shower. A delicious tingle traveled from her fingertips, up her arms, and settled between her thighs.

      “Try me,” he whispered, lips brushing her ear.

      Rationalizations shuffled through her thoughts like cards in a deck. Why not? A quick fuck might alleviate the sexual tension stretched between them, taut and thickening by the second. It sounded fun. Harmless. Reckless in the best possible way. No expectations. No awkward morning after. Just sex.

      “Hell, yeah. I’m in,” she whispered.

      “It’ll be our secret. Right?” Teeth nipped the column of her neck. His voice rumbled between them, his words exciting her in a way she hadn’t known possible.

      “Yes,” she said. How could she turn him down with his hard body pressing against hers? She could barely string two words together when he touched her. He was new and familiar, all at the same time, blending the best of both worlds together beneath a towel.

      “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t fuck you right here, against the counter.”

      One of his hands travelled up her bare thigh and traced the hem of her flirty skirt. Shivers of delight jolted up her leg. She pressed a kiss into his warm skin. He tasted sweet and salty. With his hands on her, she couldn’t think of anything but getting more. More hands. More lips. More Luke.

      “I can’t think of any,” she said against his neck. “Except someone is knocking at the front door.”
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      Sunday dinners had become a tradition with the Felony Bar staff. They were a motley crew of misfits, but over the past few months, their friendship had blossomed until they were more than co-workers. They were family.

      This week Tasha played hostess to the owners, bartenders, bouncers, and waitresses. She loved to cook and looked forward to the gatherings with an excitement she’d never admit, planning the menu weeks in advance and shopping for the freshest ingredients. Today, the savory aromas of chicken and dumplings, mashed potatoes, fresh bread, and apple pie filled the apartment. She was a vegetarian but varied the menu for Luke. His moans of culinary delight made it worthwhile.

      Her mind raced on a libidinous tangent. Did he moan during sex? Would he make her moan?

      Stop it, Gretzky. A deep, cleansing breath refocused her thoughts. You have an apartment full of friends and an entire meal at stake. Pull it together.

      Randy Mackenzie’s deep voice boomed through the hallway, followed by the laughter of his girlfriend, Karly. They spilled into the small kitchen, their smiles and genuine happiness lifting Tasha’s spirits. She wiped her hands on her Hello Kitty apron and turned to greet them as a pair of chubby arms wrapped around her knees. Sparkling gray eyes beamed up at her from a head of curly red hair. She scooped the little boy into her arms and peppered his face with kisses until he giggled.

      “How’s my boyfriend today?” she asked Randy’s son, Caleb.

      His freckled cheeks flushed red. “Can I have a cookie?” Spying the ceramic jar on the counter filled with sweets, he wiggled to escape her embrace.

      “Maybe after dinner,” Karly said. Her daughter, Emma, hung back at her side. Karly smoothed a loving hand over the girl’s riotous curls.

      “That’s my sister,” Caleb whispered proudly into Tasha’s ear. “Daddy and Karly got married.”

      “I know,” Tasha replied. She dropped him lightly to his feet and smiled at Emma, eager to put her at ease. “You guys can go play video games if you want.”

      “Thanks,” Caleb said. Emma rolled her eyes but gave in as he gripped her hand and tugged her toward the living room. “Come on, Emma.”

      “Okay, where is it? I want to see.” Tasha directed the statement to Karly. A wedding band and diamond engagement ring winked under the bright lights. The couple had married a week earlier in front of a judge at the courthouse. “Girl, it’s gorgeous.”

      “Of course you would think so,” Karly replied, her round eyes brimming with excitement. “You helped pick it out.” Petite and spunky, Karly stood a few inches short of Tasha’s five-eight, but she filled the room with her personality.

      Tasha took Karly’s small hand in hers and brushed a thumb over the intricate silver vines entwined to form the band. “Well, I might have given some input,” she replied, and bit back a smile at the memory.

      “Input, my ass,” Randy interjected. He towered over them, broad shoulders blocking the light from the window, a menacing symphony of muscle and sinew. “You should’ve heard her, babe. She made me take the first ring back. Said it was fucking disgusting.”

      “No. I said it was fucking distasteful. Two completely different things,” Tasha said. Her relationship with Randy had never been smooth, but they’d settled into a reluctant friendship for the sake of Karly and the rest of the group.

      “It was god-awful and you know it, Randy.” This remark came from Ally, who’d slid into the apartment undetected, followed by her boyfriend, Jack. They crowded into the kitchen behind the other couple.

      “So you were just going to let me give her a god-awful, fucking distasteful ring, Al?” Randy turned to Ally in mock anger, a teasing smile on his formidable features. “I see what kind of friend you are.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got your back, big guy.” Ally bumped her shoulder against his. He wrapped an arm around her and gave her a squeeze.

      “Hey, don’t be hitting on my girl,” Jack interjected, but his eyes twinkled at the affection between his best friend and the love of his life. “Or you and I will have to rumble.”

      “No fighting in the kitchen. I will beat both your asses if necessary,” Tasha interjected.

      “And you know she can do it,” Luke said, smug approval in his voice. “She kicks my ass all the time.”

      This brought a round of laughter and smiles from everyone. Jack hooked an arm around Luke’s neck and scrubbed the top of his younger brother’s head with his knuckles. The two brothers carried a striking resemblance, but where Luke was clean-cut and conservative, Jack was tousled and tatted up in a dangerous, bad boy way.

      Camaraderie and affection filled the room. Times like these reminded her of her family. She missed the way they used to be, not the shattered, dysfunctional mess they’d become in the past months. A lump formed in her throat. Luke caught the emotion in her eyes. His expression sobered, then he winked at her, replacing the ache with warmth. He always knew how to make her smile and distract her from negative thoughts.

      “I swear, I can’t take you anywhere,” Karly teased Randy, her hand slipping around his arm. Tasha watched with open curiosity, bewildered by their mutual affection. They seemed easy and comfortable and completely trusting of each other. Maybe Luke was right and not all relationships ended with distrust and broken hearts.

      Maybe. Maybe not.

      A small part of her felt disappointed at the defection of another friend into the abyss of matrimony. One by one, they were pairing off and leaving her. She gave Ally, who shared her doomsday view of marriage, a wary glance. “I suppose you two will be the next ones down the aisle.”

      “Fat chance,” Ally replied, and Tasha breathed a sigh of relief, happy to know at least one of her friends remained sensible. “You know I’m not domesticated.”

      “Look what I’ve got, people.” Jack reached into his pocket, pulled out his wallet, and raised a handful of concert tickets into the air. His panty-dropping dimples deepened on either side of his mouth. “Seven Drift. Front row. Backstage passes. We’re all going.”

      Karly squealed. Ally’s face lit up, and she embraced Jack in an uncharacteristic display of excitement. He wrapped one arm about her waist, accepting the rain of kisses to his cheeks with cocky aplomb, holding the tickets aloft like a flag of triumph.

      Seven Drift was the hottest rock band in the country. The offstage shenanigans of its drummer, Elijah Crowe, kept tabloid magazines in business. The band played to sold-out venues worldwide. Tickets were hard to score. Front row with backstage passes was unheard of.

      “Hell, yeah,” Randy said in his deep, rough voice. “We’re going to turn the place upside down.”

      She missed the rest of the conversation. Luke’s eyes locked on hers, dark and unsettling. A shiver of anticipation raced down her back. Things were about to get interesting.

      

      When everyone seemed occupied, Jack jerked his head in the direction of the utility room, a wordless suggestion for Luke to follow him. They crowded into the room beside the appliances.

      “Did you take care of everything?” Jack asked in a low voice.

      “Of course.” Even though he was twenty-five years old, Jack still treated him like a kid. Sometimes it annoyed the hell out of him, like now. “You got your tickets, didn’t you?”

      “I’m talking about the rest of it. Is it arranged?” Jack’s eyes narrowed. “This has to be perfect.”

      Luke bit back a smile of amusement. Everyone thought he’d be the one to settle down first, but Jack had beaten him to it. Ally had done the impossible and tamed his wild brother. Now, with Luke’s help, he was going to make it official.

      “I said it’s taken care of,” Luke replied. “Just chill out, man. It’ll be fine.” When Jack’s gaze narrowed, Luke frowned. “Have I ever let you down?”

      Jack seemed to consider this for a second before he shrugged. “I know it’s asking a lot for you to do this.”

      “Yeah, you owe me. Big time.” Sometimes Luke wondered how much Jack knew about his past relationship with Seven Drift. “You could start by giving me a raise.”

      Jack snorted and fake-punched Luke in the gut. “Now that’s just crazy talk.”

      “Uh, what are you guys doing?” Tasha pulled open the utility room door, eyebrows raised to the hairline. “I don’t need to tell you how weird this looks.”

      “It’s a matter of national security,” Jack said as he left the tiny room. “And will be revealed on a need-to-know basis.”

      Tasha’s gaze focused on Luke. If she suspected a mystery, she’d pester him later for the scoop. The ensuing battle would be a hell of a lot of fun. From over her shoulder, Jack’s eyes sparkled with mischief. He turned and gave Tasha a small nudge, knocking her off balance. She fell into Luke’s chest with an irritated grunt. Jack flipped off the lights, shut the door, and locked them in together.

      “Not funny,” she shouted, but Luke heard the smile in her voice.

      “I’m sorry. Did you say something?” Jack asked, his voice muffled through the door.

      Luke grabbed her by the waist. Her soft breasts pillowed against his chest. They were small and perky, barely more than a handful. Standing so close, he could smell the lavender scent of her hair. She always smelled so good. He drew in a deep breath, savoring and committing her scent to memory.

      “You’re brother’s an ass,” she said.

      “Pretty much,” he replied.

      They’d never been this close before. The stretch of her legs pressed against his thighs. He leaned back against the washing machine, taking her with him. He might be her best friend, but he was a guy, too. Being around her all the time had begun to wear down his resistance. The short skirt rode up her thighs every time she bent over, revealing her amazing legs. His hands slid over her hips and down to the curve of her ass, where he gave a little squeeze. She inhaled a sharp breath.

      “What are you doing?” she whispered.

      “Feeling you up, Gretzky,” he said into her ear. “Nice ass.”

      “Thanks for noticing.”

      This was way beyond the invisible boundary of their friendship, but he couldn’t help himself. The last time he’d fucked Rachel, it had been Tasha’s face he’d seen in front of him, her body he’d felt beneath him, and her pussy clenched tight around him. He’d broken up with Rachel the next day. And he hadn’t looked at another girl since.

      Tasha leaned forward and placed her hands on his chest. Her breath whispered against his lips. Behind the fly of his shorts, his cock began to thicken. He felt rather than saw Tasha’s smirk and wanted to kiss it off her lips.

      No one was more surprised about this shift in dynamic than him. She wasn’t his type at all. He liked small, frail girls with blond hair and quiet personalities. Tasha was tall and slender, tattooed and pierced, and dyed her hair rainbow colors. Dark kohl lined her bold hazel eyes. She had a stud in her tongue, one in her left nostril, and two tiny hoops in her right eyebrow. And he had a sneaking suspicion she was smarter than him.

      The biggest attraction? He genuinely liked her. She laughed at all his jokes, even the stupid ones. When he had food poisoning, she’d put him up in her spare room, stayed awake all night with him, and spoiled him so much he never wanted to leave. She was the first woman besides his mother who didn’t want to date him, fuck him, or marry him.

      The closet door opened, and they sprang apart. Ally flipped on the light. They both blinked against the sudden brightness.

      “Sorry,” Ally said. “You know how Jack is.”

      “Yeah, we know,” Luke said. Tasha walked out while he hung back until his erection faded.

      “Last week he bought a second remote for the TV, and he would stand in the other room and change the channels while I was watching it. I thought there was some kind of glitch with the cable or something,” Ally said as they walked down the hall to the kitchen. Her affection for his brother spilled over into her voice. “I never know what he’s going to do next.”

      “Try living with him for fifteen years,” Luke offered. “I slept with one eye open until he moved out.”

      Tasha bent over to open the oven door as Luke walked into the kitchen. He drew in a deep breath and dropped his eyes to the kitchen island in front of him. Ogling women wasn’t his style. A few weeks ago, Tasha would’ve had his nuts for looking at her ass, but he’d caught her watching him from beneath her lashes every time he came out of her shower wrapped in a towel. Things were changing between them in the most interesting way.

      A month ago, he would never have considered sleeping with his best friend. After the last few weeks, he couldn’t think of anything else.
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      Tasha’s cell phone rang as she placed the last serving dish on the table. Her mother’s name flashed on the caller ID screen. She stared at the display, wondering if she could ignore the call. If she did, her mother would leave a voice mail, hang up, and call back.

      “It’s my mom. I’ve got to take this,” she said to the group. “Go ahead and start without me.” She gave an apologetic smile to their understanding faces and moved into the hallway for a bit of privacy.

      “Hi, Tasha. It’s your mother.” Even after twenty years of living in the Midwest, her mother’s Brooklyn accent was as thick as ever. From the roughness of her voice, she’d been crying again. She’d been crying for months since the day her father had moved out.

      “Hi, Mom.” Tasha settled against the wall. She might as well get comfortable. Her mother had turned telephone conversation into an art form and could stretch a single call into a marathon. “How are you?”

      “Honey, I need you to call your father and tell him the bathroom sink is leaking. And tell him to come pick up his stuff. I’m tired of looking at it.” The drag of a cigarette followed a tearful sniff.

      “I’m not getting in the middle of this.” Tension bloomed between her temples. She hadn’t spoken to her father since the separation. If she did, she’d tell him how much she hated him for hurting her mother, destroying their family, and for being so selfish.

      “Well, I can’t call him. He’s moved in with that Carlisle woman. You know the one? From the grocery checkout? Can you believe it? My heart is broken, I tell you. Just broken. I’ll never be able to show my face in this town again.” Her mother paused for another pull on her cigarette. “The day he left me, my life ended. Thirty years together. I gave my best years to that man, I’ll have you know, and this is the repayment I get. Thank goodness, I have you and your sisters to pull me through.”

      “Mom, you’re getting divorced. He’s got a right to date anyone he wants. So do you. Maybe you should think about getting out of the house and meeting new people.” She rubbed the space between her eyebrows with two fingers. “It’s not good to sit at home and cry all the time.”

      “I’m too old to date. The thought gives me the creeps, you know?” Tasha heard the flick of a lighter and the flare of a flame as her mother lit another cigarette. “And your poor sister. Have you spoken with her? She’s a mess.”

      Heartache and failed relationships haunted all the Gretzky women. Katia’s husband had left her and their two toddlers for his secretary. Portia’s boyfriend had knocked her down the stairs and broken out her front teeth. And Lena’s husband hadn’t held a job in two years, preferring beer and poker to employment.

      “Which one?” Tasha asked, sudden dread clenching her stomach.

      When her father had chosen to confess his indiscretion, she’d felt just as betrayed and hurt as her mother. She realized how fragile and unpredictable life was and how impossible it was to ever really know someone. If she couldn’t trust her father, she couldn’t trust any man. Her sisters were living proof.

      “Lena,” her mom stated flatly. “That bastard husband of hers spent their rent money on the ponies again.”

      Tasha closed her eyes and leaned her head against the wall, feeling helpless. “Fucker.”

      “I know, right? I told her to bring the kids here until she figures this out.” Her mother sighed and sniffled. “Don’t ever fall in love, Tasha. Don’t ever get married, do you hear me?”

      “Don’t worry, Ma. I’m never getting married.” Watching her parents’ brutal divorce unfold had cured her of any illusions about matrimony. Passionate arguments and long periods of bitter silence had peppered their marriage. Rumors of her father’s indiscretions had swirled through Tasha’s teenage years, making high school unbearable. She’d been that kid—the one with the fucked-up parents and the pitying stares.

      “I never dreamed he could do something like this. If I’d known, I’d never have married him. And now my life is ruined.” Her mother broke into full-scale sobbing.

      “Mom, please don’t cry.” Throughout her life, her mother had always been the strong one, the one holding the family together and pretending everything was okay. Hearing her anguish brought the sting of tears to Tasha’s eyes. She wanted to reach through the phone and hug her. “It’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

      “Easy for you to say, living in the city. You should be here. I need you, Tasha.” And here it came. The guilt trip. “Your sisters need you. It’s time to rally the troops.”

      “I’ll come see you soon, Mom.” Tasha’s finger hovered over the end button. “I need to go. I’ve got a houseful of guests.”

      “Okay. I love you. Don’t forget to call your father for me.”

      “I love you, too, Mom. I’m not calling Dad. I’ll call a plumber. Have your attorney set up a time for him to get his stuff.” She ended the call and tapped the phone against her forehead, teeming with frustration. She was a fixer, the one everyone in her family called to repair their problems. Need a babysitter? Call Tasha. Got a flat tire? Call Tasha. The burden of responsibility grew heavier with each passing day.

      “You okay?” Luke asked. She lifted her eyes to find him frowning at her from the end of the hallway.

      “I’m fine,” she said, and forced a tight smile.

      “How’s she doing?” He stalked toward her and leaned a shoulder against the wall. Concern etched lines in his forehead.

      “The same, I guess.”

      Luke knew the story. He’d been the one to hold her when she’d learned about her father’s defection, had stroked her hair and let her cry into his shirt. She remembered the strength and hardness of his chest, the smell of fabric softener from his shirt, and the rough stubble of his chin against her forehead. He made her feel safe and protected.

      “She’s got a leak or something.” Tasha waved a hand in the air. “I told her I’d call a plumber.”

      “We could head over there tomorrow when I get off work,” Luke said. “I could take a look at it for her. It might be something simple.”

      “That would be awesome,” she said. “If you don’t mind.”

      “You know I don’t mind.” His smile lit up the shadowed hallway. “You know I’m here for you. Right?”

      An ache started at her toes and coursed upward into her chest, filling it until her lungs burned. Her family was self-destructing, and she was powerless to stop it. She needed a distraction from her problems. Something to replace the hurt and betrayal. She found it in the compassionate face of her best friend.

      “Well, there is something you can do…”

      A devilish grin twisted his lips. She tangled her fingers in his T-shirt and tugged him into the bathroom. By the heat in his eyes, he knew exactly what she needed. He slid the pocket door shut behind them and lifted her onto the edge of the counter. She parted her knees and invited him to stand in the V of her thighs. It felt good to have him there, solid and dependable.

      “Are you sure you want to go there?” Luke asked.

      The husky timbre of his voice scratched over her ears. His hands were already on her knees, sliding her skirt up to her hips. She shivered, wanting more, concentrating on the roughness of his palms and the eagerness of his tone. Sex always cured her pain, but usually it was a random hookup at a club. The feel of a man’s hands on her body bolstered her confidence and swept her away from the reality of her life.

      “Let’s not overthink it,” she whispered as she unsnapped his shorts and slid down the fly. The length of him pressed against her palm. Hot. Hard. Ready. “Very impressive,” she murmured. “Can I ask how you fit all that in your pants?”

      He chuckled into her neck. “Shut up, Gretzky.”

      The barrier between them—the one separating friends from lovers—crashed down around her ankles, along with her panties. His mouth found her fluttering pulse at the base of her jaw. The wet heat of his breath burned against her bare skin. One of his long fingers slid into her silky depth, testing her and finding her slick. His finger glided over her clit, brushing the piercing there, and froze.

      “What the fuck is this?” he asked. He rarely used the F-word. Knowing she’d shocked him gave her a rush of satisfaction.

      “It’s called a piercing,” she replied and nipped his earlobe.

      “Can I see?” he asked. He parted her knees wider.

      “Not now,” she said on an inhaled breath. The tip of his finger swirled around the delicate nub. Shards of pleasure shot along her legs. “Focus, Jameson.”

      “Condom?” he asked, his voice thick with desire.

      She groped beneath the counter until her hand found the appropriate drawer and the box tucked inside. She ripped the packet open with her teeth and slid the condom over his length. His breath hissed out like a steam kettle rising to a boil. The head of his cock nudged against her entrance. He shoved in, one delicious inch at a time. They groaned together.

      “Oh my God, you feel good,” he said, closing his eyes and tipping his head back.

      “Don’t just stand there. We need to be quick,” she said.

      “Never been told that before,” he replied dryly. His fingers tickled the backs of her knees, lifting them higher. “Wrap your legs around my waist.”

      When he pulled out to the tip then slid in again, she slipped into the sink, the porcelain cold against her bare bottom. She giggled and tried to right herself. He laughed into her hair and gripped her bottom with both hands, pulling her onto him and settling her deeper. The angle of entry hit her at the perfect spot. A moan trembled through her.

      “Shhhh…not so loud,” he hissed.

      She knew he’d feel good, but she hadn’t expected this, this burning pleasure-pain. The taste of salt from his skin, the scratch of his calloused palms on her bare thighs, and the sound of his harsh breathing unleashed all her repressed desires. “Oh, yes.”

      “Gretzky,” he warned. “Somebody will hear us.”

      “Then hurry up,” she said, and was rewarded by another punishing thrust.

      Fire radiated from her center and outward into her limbs. Needing more, she clung to him. He picked up a fervent rhythm. With both hands braced against the mirror behind her, he drove into her over and over and over. This was what she needed, and he gave it to her with gusto. The musky scent of sex filled the tiny bathroom. He bent to catch one of her nipples in his teeth and tongued the piercing through her shirt. The sting sent her over the edge.

      Ripples of release shook her legs. She bit her lip to stifle her cry. The heated rush of adrenalin and endorphins sang in her blood. She’d expected sex, but this was so much more. Watching his expressions, nostrils flaring and lips parted, gave her as much enjoyment as the act itself. With his right hand, he cupped her knee and lifted her leg higher, shifting his hips to hit her G-spot. Her body clutched and spasmed around him, coming in wave after wave.

      “You like that?” he murmured in her ear. “You like me fucking you, Tasha?”

      God, yes, she liked it. She liked the taste of him, the friction between them, the small grunts leaving his throat. He shifted her again, leaning her back toward the mirror, and pumped into her. Veins popped out on his forearms. This was too much, too intense, too perfect. Every stroke of his cock left her bewildered and desperate for more. When she nipped his shoulder, he fisted a hand in her hair and tugged her head back, staring into her eyes, driving into her with furious strokes. The muscles of his back flexed beneath her fingers. His cock jerked inside her when he let go.

      “Are you in there, Tasha?” A knock on the bathroom door preceded Karly’s voice.

      They froze. Tasha’s gaze flew to Luke’s face. A muscle in his jaw ticked. The tendons stood out on his neck. The broad expanse of his chest heaved with each labored breath. He was still coming inside her, the struggle to remain quiet visible on his features. God, he was beautiful like this, flushed from orgasm, buried deep within her.

      “Everything okay?” Karly asked again.

      “Fine,” Tasha said in an unfamiliar voice. Luke exhaled, his gaze still locked with hers. “Just give us a minute.”

      “Us? Are you having a party in there or something?” Karly asked.

      “Uh, the toilet overflowed,” Luke said. He shuddered as he slipped out of her, but his voice remained controlled and casual. “We’re just cleaning up.” He pulled off the condom and zipped up, while Tasha retrieved her panties and straightened her skirt.

      “Okay. Well, there’s some kind of timer going off in the kitchen,” Karly said.

      “Oh, um, it’s the pie,” Tasha said. Luke gave her a nod, and she slid the door open. Karly’s eyes roved over them, lingering on Tasha before landing on Luke. Tasha turned to find him holding the plunger in his hand, eyes sinful and shaded.

      “Well, that should do it,” Luke said as he set the plunger beside the toilet. “Let me know if you have any more problems.”

      “Thanks,” Tasha said to him. “I had no idea you were so handy.” Their eyes met. The tiniest smile twitched the corners of his mouth.

      “Anytime,” he replied.
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