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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Faith

          

        

      

    

    
      I could have played it either way: waltz into the library like I owned the place, or go in full incognito. I'd always sucked at dancing, so I stood in front of the self-checkout in a bulky sweatshirt and dark shades, with a LA Dodgers baseball cap tugged low over my eyes. Hopefully, I'd find something in one of the books to inspire the final sexcapade in my manuscript before submitting it to my agent.

      Receipt in hand, I pushed through the heavy glass doors into the unseasonably blustery September afternoon. As soon as I stepped outside, a gust of wind ripped my hat off, and I rushed to snag it. The hat bounced along the sidewalk, and I lunged as it tumbled toward rush hour traffic.

      I grasped the brim, my sunglasses slipped, and the books fell out of my arms, scattering across the sidewalk. I snatched Cunnilingus: An Oral History and Love Knots: A Beginner's Guide to BDSM and tucked them under my arm. The last book sat open on the pavement two feet away. Before I could reach it, a large hand closed around the spine.

      Six-plus feet of prime male crowded the sidewalk in front of me in suit pants, polished dress shoes, and a hint of a five o'clock shadow. His starched white oxford had the top few buttons undone, revealing a tight white t-shirt underneath.

      My heart flip-flopped in my chest as his fingers casually flipped through the pages of The Illustrated Kinky Kama Sutra.

      "Whoa, I didn't know the library had books like this," he said, his deep, husky tone vibrating through me.

      I held out a shaky hand. "It's for a class I'm teaching."

      His lips quirked into a crooked smile, and he let out a deep laugh. "Sounds like I took the wrong classes."

      His laughter rolled over me, making my stomach clench. I hadn't made a man laugh in a long time. Would it be completely out of line if I pressed my palm to his chest so I could feel the vibration ripple through him? I fisted my hand instead.

      He pushed his glasses up on his nose, drawing my attention to his teasing blue-green eyes. "What class is it?"

      The bones in my legs turned to jelly under his probing stare. I stumbled forward, convinced I'd end up splayed across the sidewalk.

      His hand flew out, catching me by the elbow. "Careful there."

      Even through the thick jersey knit of my sweatshirt, I could feel the pressure from his fingers. Dammit, I should have just googled the info I needed, although last time I'd done that, my laptop had been infected with a slew of viruses.

      "Thanks. Sorry, I'm not usually quite this clumsy. The class is women's studies," I lied. "Can I have my book back?"

      He held it out, pointing at an illustration on the open page. "You should check out the Lotus Blossom. It's one of my favorites."

      My eyes widened, and I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out. The sound of brakes squealing to a stop next to me pulled me out of my stupor. I snatched the book out of his hands, snapped it closed, and stuffed it into my backpack. "I've got to catch my bus."

      I brushed past him and took off down the sidewalk.

      "Hey, wait!" His voice pulled at me as I flung myself through the doors to the city bus.

      The doors whooshed closed behind me while I stumbled down the aisle and slid into a window seat. As the bus rumbled past, he lifted his hand in a wave. Pulling my hat even lower on my head, I hunkered down in my seat, my cheeks on fire.

      I should have known better than to go to the library, even the cavernous downtown branch. But I'd promised my next manuscript to my agent in less than a week, and I had to do something to get past my debilitating case of writer's block.

      Hopefully, the books would help. Next time, if I wanted to keep my side gig a secret, I'd have to be more careful.

      The bus wound through crowded downtown Newbridge, Indiana. An hour from now, the streets would be deserted. A group of business owners and city officials had been trying to infuse the downtown district with nightlife over the past few years, but it hadn't paid off yet.

      I glanced out the window as we passed a slew of warehouses that had been recently renovated into loft apartments and some trendy restaurants and bars that had popped up along the riverfront.

      My cheeks still felt hot from my incompetent interaction with the suit on the street. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the seat. Within minutes, my breathing stabilized, and my heart slowed down. That was too close of a call. I'd never seen the hottie from the sidewalk on campus, and he dressed much better than my colleagues, so he couldn't be a student or member of the staff.

      But what was with the comment about the Lotus position? I made a mental note to check it out as soon as I got home. Not that I should waste any time or energy on a stranger. Especially a stranger with a searing gaze and a laugh that could literally make me fall flat on my face. No, I didn't have time for that.

      I opened my eyes, pressed my nose against the glass for a final lingering moment, then turned my thoughts to all the prep work I had to fit in over the weekend.

      My phone pinged with an incoming text alert.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jess: You're going out w/ us tonight. Pick you up at 9.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jess just wouldn't give up. She'd pestered me earlier in the week about going out with a couple of friends, but I kept putting her off. I was way behind on my lecture notes and needed to focus.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Can't. 2 much 2 do. Have fun!

      

      

      

      

      

      Before I tucked my phone away, Jess's response lit up the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jess: Robin's bday. 9pm be ready!

      

      

      

      

      

      Nice touch. Of course, I'd have to go out if Jess made it all about birthday drinks.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Fine. One hour!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jess: We'll see about that!

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled to myself. Thank god for Jess and Robin. If left to my own devices, I'd probably only venture out of my apartment to travel the short distance back and forth to work.

      We'd met at a happy hour hosted by the English Department a few years before. Someone had the bright idea to set up some party games so the three of us teamed up and spent all night holding onto the Pictionary champion title.

      Now we all had real jobs—Jess and I as adjunct professors and Robin working at a local insurance company. I rarely joined them on their weekend excursions, but sometimes appreciated the distraction from my class prep and self-imposed writing deadlines. Unfortunately, tonight was not one of those nights.

      The bus slowed to a stop on the corner by my complex and I filed off behind a handful of students. I'd lived in my apartment for just over a year, but still didn't recognize any of my neighbors.

      Unfortunately, with a desire to live close to campus, I had to pick from the complexes that appealed to many of the undergrads. I kept to myself, avoiding the raging keggers and late-night parking lot parties that took place most weekends. Partying wasn't really my style. I'd rather spend my evenings getting my reading done or dreaming up steamy scenes for the erotic romance novels I penned.

      I unlocked the apartment door and set down my backpack. Mr. Darcy wound around my legs then hopped onto the kitchen table. Nudging his head into my stomach, he prompted me to run a hand along his silky back.

      "You're not supposed to be up here." I slid a hand underneath his belly and lifted him up so he could nuzzle the top of his head under my chin. He rumbled a purr of satisfaction, then leapt to the ground and sashayed over to the couch where he took up the never-ending task of grooming his unruly fur.

      I tossed the baseball cap onto the counter and unzipped my bag. My hand closed around the books I'd picked up at the library. My interest was piqued about what exactly the Lotus Blossom entailed, so I flipped through the pages, past images of couples, trios, and entire groups of men and women engaged in various acts of pleasure.

      As my gaze scanned over the intricate illustration of the position in question, warm tingles marched down my cheeks, flushed my neck, and made color bloom on my chest. The Lotus Blossom itself wasn't so shocking. I'd written about experiences much more risque than that.

      But my breath hitched as I pictured the dark-haired, mass of man from the sidewalk and what he might look like sitting cross-legged and bare-assed underneath me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Dante

          

        

      

    

    
      If that woman’s cheeks had turned any redder, she might have spontaneously combusted on the sidewalk right in front of me. I smiled as I shifted the briefcase to my other hand. I’d enjoyed teasing her a bit. Probably more than I should have. But she’d been so embarrassed, it had been too easy to make her blush.

      I shook the vision of her out of my head. Too bad I hadn’t caught her name. It might be fun to follow up with her and find out what she thought of her new reading material.

      I passed the entrance to the library and turned the corner, making my way toward the riverfront a few blocks down. I didn’t mind the short walk from my office to my apartment, especially at this time of year. I’d lived in northern Indiana all my life, and fall could be a fickle season in the upper Midwest. May as well get the fresh air before the snow started to fly.

      As my shoes thudded on the sidewalk, my thoughts turned back to the blushing redhead. Women’s studies, really? Throughout my undergrad program and into grad school, I’d never heard of the Kama Sutra being required reading material, especially at a conservative school like Tempest. I’d only become familiar with the position during a weekend fling with a particularly limber yoga instructor. My lips twitched at the memory of exactly how flexible she’d been.

      I ducked into a doorway and pulled on the large brass handle of a massive wooden door. It had been a while since I’d seen any action. Newbridge was pretty much a college town and tended to shut down over the summer. Now that classes had started up again, Tapped ought to be hopping.

      I’d only been working at the bar for a couple of weeks. Maybe during my shift tonight, I’d try out a few lines on one of the eager female grad students. They always seemed to be making eyes at me and leaning over the bar to ask for a free drink—one of the few perks of my new part-time gig.

      “Hey, Dante. Can you stock the cooler and help me switch out a couple of kegs?” Wyatt, the owner, stood in the doorway, hands on his hips, a half apron with the Tapped logo on it tied around his waist.

      We were both from the same small town of Hinkley, Indiana. Wyatt had been a couple of years ahead of me in high school. Now he and his new wife, Lindsey, had made the move to Newbridge to try their luck with the bar.

      “Just let me run up and change.” I cruised through the empty high-top tables to the staircase in back.

      Tapped had barely been open a month. I’d lucked out when Wyatt offered me the job. Located a little farther from campus in the riverfront warehouse area of downtown Newbridge, Tapped drew more of the grad student crowd as opposed to the car-less, beer-sloshing, sloppy-drunk undergrads.

      The fact that Wyatt discounted my rent on the second-floor apartment in exchange for working the late-night shifts had been the primary attraction of the gig. Although, the ability to get a head start on my massive student loans ran a close second.

      As I opened the door to my place, my cell rang. I glanced at the screen and smiled. No matter how busy I was, I’d always make time for my grandmother.

      “Did bingo get canceled this afternoon, and you needed someone to entertain you?” I teased.

      Meemaw’s voice crackled through the phone. “They ran out of prizes. That Irene never gets enough prizes when they put her in charge. Why, if it were me, I’d make sure I had extra. And she calls the numbers way too fast. Half the poor folks couldn’t even keep up. I ought to just take over the bingo⁠—”

      “That’s all you need, Meemaw... to be in charge of one more thing.” I kicked off my shoes and made my way to the bedroom. I might put in twelve-hour days at the office, but I could guarantee that between all of her volunteering, my grandmother had me beat.

      “Well, it gives me something to do all day. I can’t just sit around here and twiddle my thumbs now, can I?”

      “Nope, no twiddling. You don’t sit still long enough for that.” I could feel her grin through the phone.

      “I just wanted to make sure you can still come down for dinner on Sunday. Bugsy finally killed that hairy, old hog and I’ll have a nice pork roast with potatoes and gravy.”

      My mouth watered at the thought of a home-cooked meal. “I’m counting on it. Any chance you’ll have time to make one of your famous apple pies?”

      “Rolled out the crust this morning, my boy. What time can I expect you?”

      I chuckled. She knew me better than anyone. “Should be there by two.” I was scheduled to close Saturday night. That would give me time to sleep in and get a little bit of work done before making the ninety-minute drive back home to my grandmother’s farm.

      “I’ll see you then. You know it’s always okay with me if you want to invite a friend. I’ve got plenty.”

      Here we go again. “I think Murph’s got plans. Plus, then I wouldn’t have as many leftovers.”

      Meemaw clucked her tongue. “I meant a lady friend. It’s high time you start thinking about giving me some great-grandbabies. I’m not gonna be around forever, you know.”

      A lady friend... that would be the day. The only girl I’d ever invited over for a Sunday dinner had played me for a complete fool, and I had no interest in ever putting myself out there like that again. “Just me this time.”

      “Sugar, you know I love seeing you. Just wish you’d find a smart, sassy, young woman to spend some time with.”

      I cleared my throat, my signal for an immediate change in topic.

      Having raised me all my life, my grandmother picked up on it right away. “Oh, all right. Think you’ll have time to help me put up some Halloween decorations at the center while you’re here?”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. No such thing as a free meal where Meemaw was concerned. She’d always figure out a way to get some manual labor out of me. It was worth it, though. If I could spare the time, I’d be willing to work all weekend just for a few bites of one of her melt-in-your-mouth pork roasts.

      “You bet. Nothing too spooky, I hope. Don’t want to give Mrs. Blake a coronary.”

      “Oh, pshaw. That’s not funny. You know she gets bouts of the angina. She’s taking two different kinds of pills.”

      “Sorry, Meemaw. I was just kidding.”

      “I know. You stay out of trouble now and drive safe. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      At eighty-two, my grandmother should be taking it easy, not single-handedly running the senior center in town. With a seemingly endless supply of compassion and energy, she seemed a helluva lot younger than most of the people who frequented the place.

      She always said she felt sorry for them. “Those poor old folks, no family around to look after them.” Pretty ironic seeing as how she was older than all of them and didn’t have any family left to look after her. “I have you,” she’d tell me. I just felt bad that I didn’t get back to see her often enough. She was a spunky ole gal that was for sure.

      It was about time she stopped bothering me about settling down, though. I’d told her a million times—my focus needed to be on my career for the foreseeable future. But Meemaw had always had ideas of her own where I was concerned, especially after we attended my cousin’s wedding in Tennessee awhile back.

      For a split second, I wondered about the woman from the sidewalk. Who would she be practicing all those moves on? What lucky guy or girl would be on the receiving end of all that newfound knowledge? Whoever it was would definitely have a better start to their weekend than me.

      I tossed my phone on the bed and changed into some jeans and a flannel shirt. Much better. I didn’t mind dressing the part at the office, but would much rather live in a pair of worn-in jeans.

      After shoving my phone into my pocket, I locked up and made my way back downstairs, ready for whatever another Friday night behind the bar might have in store.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            Faith

          

        

      

    

    
      I draped my jacket over the back of the tall barstool. Sandwiched between Jess and Robin, I pasted on a smile and vowed to at least pretend to have fun. When was the last time I’d taken a break from work and writing deadlines to enjoy a Friday night out? Already three weeks into the fall semester, I hadn’t so much as gone out to dinner yet.

      “Check out the sex-on-a-stick behind the bar. Are you going home with him, or am I?” Robin nodded toward the bartender.

      As if he could hear us from across the room, he looked up and made eye contact with me. A wave of heat washed over my cheeks as I took in the dark hair, five o’clock shadow, and wire-rimmed specs.

      Of all the guys who could be working behind the bar, I would have to get stuck facing down Mr. Kinky Kama from earlier today. I looked away first, desperate to get out of there before he recognized me.

      Twisting around on my stool, I put a foot on the ground, a slew of excuses on the tip of my tongue. “You know, I’m suddenly not feeling very well. I’ll just catch the bus⁠—”

      “Like hell you will.” Jess’s hand wrapped around my wrist, holding me in place. “You were fine two seconds ago. Unless you’re actively puking, you’ll sit right here and have a drink with us.”

      I rolled my eyes and pulled my arm away. “Some friend you are. Wouldn’t you be more comfortable at a table?” I pointed across the room. “Like one of those over there?”

      Jess leaned close. “What’s with you tonight? We usually sit at the bar. Besides, I think Robin likes the view.” She nodded at Robin, who was busy eyeing the bartender like he was one of the happy hour specials.

      “Fine. One drink. That’s it.” I slouched down on my stool. Mr. Kinky Kama probably wouldn’t recognize me, anyway. My schlumpy disguise from earlier was a world away from the snug V-neck and skinny jeans I’d squeezed my ass into for an evening out with the girls.

      “Wait a sec, it’s the bartender, isn’t it?” Jess eyed me with suspicion.

      I looked at my lap. Dammit, how could she read me so well?

      “Do you know him?” Jess put an elbow on the bar and leaned toward me, encroaching on my personal space.

      I shook my head and lied through my gritted teeth. “No, I’m fine. Just a moment of panic, thinking about all the work I have to do tonight.”

      “All work and no play makes Faith a big-ass lame-o.” Jess leaned across me and swatted at Robin. “Go for it, girl. Jake and I are back on again so no competition from me. I know I’ve met your sex-on-a-stick before. What’s his name again? Starts with a ‘D.’” She put her hand to her forehead. “Damon, David...screw it, I forget. He seems like a nice guy, but I’ve heard he’s kind of a player.”

      Robin wiggled her eyebrows. “Happy birthday to me. Playing is exactly what I have in mind.”

      I snorted. “Could you be any more obvious?” Subtlety was definitely not one of Robin’s strong suits.

      “Hey, I’m not afraid to go for what I want.” Robin shrugged her shoulders.

      “You should have told us that’s what you wanted for your birthday.” Jess winked and lifted a hand to beckon the bartender over. “I would have wrapped him up with a bow.”

      “Oh yeah? Which part?” I put my elbows on the bar and rested my head in my hands. The odds of him recognizing me had to be super slim. My hair had been pulled back in a ponytail, and I’d had shades covering my eyes during most of our exchange.

      Tonight, I actually looked somewhat presentable. I’d even swiped on some lip gloss and dusted some powder across my nose in an attempt to downplay the light smattering of freckles that popped up every summer. I took in a deep breath, flipped a wavy lock of hair over my shoulder, and told myself to relax.

      The object of their ogling walked over and put a few napkins down in front of us. “What can I get you, ladies?” He never took his eyes off me.

      “I’ll take that wheat beer you’ve got on tap,” said Jess.

      “MGD for me.” Robin leaned forward, putting her ample cleavage on full display.

      He nodded, not even glancing at her. “And for you?”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. Those eyes. Behind the glasses, his eyes reflected the most incredible shade of aquamarine, just like the ocean. Jess nudged my arm.

      “How a-b-b-out a Honeyweiss?” I squeaked out.

      One side of his mouth curled up in a half-smile. “Beer, huh? I didn’t figure you as a beer kind of girl.”

      Was he flirting with me? “What kind of girl did you figure me as?”

      His eyes twinkled. “You kind of look like you might enjoy a Sloe Comfortable Screw.”

      Jess erupted into a fit of giggles next to me. “He’s got you pegged. If anyone could use a good screw, it’s you, Faith!”

      I elbowed my former bestie in the side. “Thanks, but I’ll just take a beer for now.”

      He shrugged. “You sure about that? Maybe a Red Lotus Cocktail instead?”

      “Mmm, that sounds good to me.” Robin put her arm around my shoulder. “I think I’ll switch to that.”

      Dammit, he did recognize me. I sat up straighter and cleared my throat. Even though I wrote about erotic romance, I hadn’t experienced much of it myself.

      I resisted the urge to fan myself under the heat of the bartender’s scorching gaze. “Just the beer will do.”

      “That’s too bad, Faith.” He winked at me, and a shiver ran through my core. “One Honeyweiss coming right up.” He moved away and grabbed some glasses from the overhead rack.

      Jess swiveled toward me on the stool, her blue eyes wide with interest. “Are you sure you don’t know him? That’s the most I’ve ever heard him say.”

      “I may have seen him around town or something.” My face flushed. At least he hadn’t outed me in front of my friends.

      I didn’t have time to think about men. Between teaching the maximum number of classes I could, aggressively pursuing publication to get on a tenure track, and keeping my steamy side career a secret, I barely had time to brush my teeth, so I definitely didn’t have time to play around.

      “Hey, I already called dibs. And it’s my birthday. That Sloe Comfortable Screw should be mine!” Robin stuck out her lower lip in a playful pout.

      “Not this time. He’s got the hots for Faith.” Jess poked me in the arm and taunted in a sing-song voice, “Somebody’s gonna get some tonight.”

      “As if.” I shook my head and waved my hands in front of me. “Don’t worry. He’s all yours, Robin.”

      “Yeah, you know Faith won’t mess around.” Jess let out a loud sigh. “She doesn’t have time for that.”

      I’d received more than my fair share of teasing from the girls about my lack of a love life. There would be plenty of time for that later. I wasn’t even two years into my six-year plan. I’d be on a tenure track to full-fledged professor while my friends were still comparing dating stories.

      “You and your stupid rules.” Robin shook her head. “Still haven’t caved?”

      Before I could respond, Jess answered for me. “Nope. Not once. No dates, no sexting, no hook-ups. Not since what’s-his-face⁠—”

      “Brad. His name was Brad.” I played with the edge of the flimsy paper napkin.

      “That’s right, how could I forget Baller-Brad?” Jess rolled her eyes.

      I groaned. “I never should have told you about that.”

      Jess ignored me and leaned toward Robin. “Did she tell you he cheated on her during her grad school formal?”

      “What’s up with that?” The bracelets on Robin’s wrist jangled as she lifted her hand to flip her braids back behind her shoulder.

      I sighed. I’d confided in Jess in a weak moment over a bottle of Cabernet last winter. May as well get Robin caught up on my failed love life.

      “The formal was in Chicago, so we had to stay at a hotel. Halfway through the dance, I got a horrible headache. When I couldn’t find him in the ballroom, I went back up to get some Tylenol. I walked in on him screwing my roommate.”

      “Ouch.” Robin grimaced.

      At that moment, the bartender returned with our drinks. “Here you go.” He set two giant frosty mugs down on the counter then slid a fancy tall glass filled with a dark pink liquid toward Robin.

      She squealed and took a sip. “Wow, this is really good. You should have gotten one of these, Faith.”

      He leaned down on his elbows in front of me. “It’s not too late to change your mind about the Lotus, you know.”

      “No thanks.” I gave him a wary smile and took a sip. “Mmm, yep, this really hits the spot.”

      He returned the smile. “That’s my specialty.”

      “What, delivering drinks?” With his full attention focused on me, I was surprised I was able to speak without stuttering.

      “No, hitting the right spot for beautiful women.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            Faith

          

        

      

    

    
      I had just taken another drink and spurted a mouthful of beer into my hand.

      He pushed off the bar as he laughed. “I’m just messing with you. Do you ladies want to start a tab?”

      I wiped the edge of my mouth with a napkin and looked over at Jess. “No, just the one for me⁠—”

      “Of course we do.” Jess handed him her credit card. “We’ll figure out how to split it up later.”

      He walked away with the card, and Jess raised her glass. “Ladies, a toast. To the men we love, to the men we screw... hell, forget the men, here’s to me and you!”

      We clinked our glasses and took a gulp of our drinks.

      “So, back to Bastard Baller Brad.” Robin set her glass on the bar as she narrowed her brown eyes at me. “That was what, a couple of years ago now?”

      I fiddled with the handle of my mug. “Yeah.” Actually, it still stung like it happened yesterday, but I didn’t need to share that.

      “Were you two serious?” Robin asked.

      “I thought so.” Hot pinpricks danced across my cheeks as I remembered the sight of Brad’s hairy ass bouncing in the air as he pounded into my roommate doggy-style on the big king-size bed.

      I could have sworn he was The One. The chemistry was there—we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. He was finishing up his degree in journalism, and I was getting my master's in English Lit. We’d been compatible in every way, and after four years together, he could still turn my insides to mush with a kiss. I’d entrusted him with my heart and soul, and he’d—well, he’d tossed it aside for a quickie on what should have been one of the best nights of my life. I really knew how to pick them.

      Robin’s voice pulled me out of my memories. “Don’t you think it’s time you cast out a line again? He’s not the only fish in the sea.”

      “Yeah, you see, I don’t really have time to go fishing. I prefer being landlocked. Just keeping up with teaching my classes is killing me. I don’t have any extra time to try to reel in a big one.”

      “Ha, very funny,” Jess said. “She’s right, Faith. These are supposed to be the best years of our lives. Live a little!”

      If only they knew. I was a regular vixen on the pages of the ten books I’d authored under my pen name, Chastity Austen. But I hadn’t told anyone about that. The only one who knew about my alter ego was my agent, Steph, and she was sworn to secrecy. If my mom and stepdad, the poster couple for Christian family values, found out... I shuddered at the thought.

      My eyes cut to the hottie and the way his shirt stretched taut across his broad shoulders as he switched out a keg. I didn’t usually regret my uncompromising stance on the no-flings rule. But a boy toy like that gave new meaning to the term global warming and could cause even the most frigid ice queen to defrost.

      I lifted my mug to my lips as he stood and raised his gaze to mine. Was that a challenge in his eyes? My front teeth caught my lower lip as I considered the possibility of making an exception.

      Dammit, who was I kidding? I couldn’t afford the time for a distraction like him. I tilted the mug to take a sip, and cold beer sloshed over the edge and spilled down the front of my shirt. Crap. I’d completely missed my own mouth.

      “You okay?” Jess handed me a napkin.

      “Yeah. Can’t take me anywhere, right?” I hopped off the stool. “I need to find the bathroom. I’ll be back.” As I turned to walk toward the sign for the ladies’ room, I allowed myself a final glance his way. He hadn’t moved. His gaze still rested on my face, and a gorgeous teasing smile played across his lips.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Dante

      

      

      I balanced the stack of empty boxes in my arms as I pushed through the swinging door and headed to the box crusher in back. In my short time behind the bar, I’d already discovered a major flaw in design. No one should have to schlep empty boxes through the hallway and past the bathrooms to get to the storeroom. I’d almost taken out a few customers already. Once this place really got humming, there’d be no passing through the hall during operating hours.

      I turned the corner and smacked into something hard. “Shit!” The tower of boxes fell out of my arms and crashed to the floor.

      Faith stood in the middle of the hall.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m sorry.” She rubbed her hand over her shoulder. “I don’t know how I didn’t see you.” Then she leaned over and tried to stack the boxes back up.

      “No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have tried to make it in one trip.” As I bent down to grab a box, her shirt rode up in the back, exposing a sliver of skin right above the waistband of her jeans, along with part of a dark swirly tattoo. Hell, I was a sucker for ink. What did the rest of it look like?

      I crouched down to help. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Where do these need to go?” She picked up half the boxes and stood.

      “Here.” I pushed a door open behind her. “They just need to go in the supply room.” My hip brushed up against her thigh as she walked past me into the room, and my dick pulsed at the brief contact. Obviously, I was out of practice if a single bump could send a rush of blood to my crotch. The whiff of something flowery and sweet drifted up to my nose as she passed.

      I almost hadn’t recognized her as the frumpy chick I’d run into outside the library this afternoon. The bulky sweatshirt was long gone. Her snug t-shirt clung tight across her chest, the deep V-neck promising her bra contained more than a handful. She’d had her hair pulled up before, but now it flowed over her shoulders and down her back. Red, like the deep, dark color of the paprika Meemaw generously sprinkled over platters of her deviled eggs.

      I stepped into the room after her, the door closing behind me. My finger flicked the switch, although the bare bulb hanging from the ceiling didn’t provide much light. “If you just set them here, I’ll come back later and break them down. Thanks for your help.” I moved to the back corner and tossed the boxes next to the box crusher.

      “No problem.” The boxes fell from her arms, and she turned toward the door. She flipped her hair out of her face to back behind her shoulder, and the girly scent tickled my nose again.

      What the hell was that? Shampoo? Perfume? Whatever it was, it sure smelled good. Usually, the girls I ended up with doused themselves in body wash, body spray, perfume, hairspray, and all kinds of other crap, so I couldn’t tell what they were supposed to smell like. I shook my head to clear the scent away and noticed she’d almost reached the door.

      I raced ahead of her and twisted the knob. “Let me get it.”

      I pulled, but the door didn’t open. “Seems to be stuck.”

      I pulled harder, but it didn’t budge. “Um, yeah, we might have a little problem here.”
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      Cases of wine, beer, and hard alcohol lined the room. The locked door in front of us was the only way out, except for a tiny window about eight feet off the ground. I banged on the door a few times, then backed away and ran my hands through my hair.

      “So, we’re stuck in here?” Faith asked.

      “Looks that way. Do you have a phone?”

      “No, I left it in my purse on the back of my chair. How about you?”

      “Nope. Mine’s under the bar. Damn.”

      “They’ll miss you up front though, right?”

      “Um, yeah. Well, maybe. We’re a little over staffed tonight, so they might not notice right away.” Her eyebrows knit together, and for some inexplicable reason, I felt the need to reassure her. “I’m sure someone will come looking for us soon, though.”

      “Great, just great.” She slid down to sit on the ground and leaned up against a tall stack of boxes sporting a sheaf of wheat on the side.

      Putting myself through school as a bartender, I’d met lots of girls over the years. Most of the time, I had to fight them off. I’d been told I was pretty easy on the eyes and rarely failed when a girl was involved, especially a hot one. This chick threw me off my game a bit, though. She’d bantered back and forth earlier but hadn’t taken the bait.

      I squatted down next to her. “Hey, we never really introduced ourselves earlier today. I’m Dante Bishop.” I thrust my hand toward her for a handshake.

      “Faith Wainwright.” Her soft, warm hand felt way too good in mine. I tightened my grip, and she pulled away.

      “Dante? Like Dante Alighieri, the famous poet?”

      I studied her face. Not much makeup. That was a good thing. Damn, she smelled even better up close. Something about her pulled me in. What had she really been doing with those books outside the library this afternoon?

      She must have mistaken my silence for ignorance. “You know, the poet who wrote The Divine Comedy? The Inferno?”

      “Sure, I’ve heard of Dante’s Inferno.” I stood up, stretching out my legs. “But I was named after Dante’s Pizzeria in South Bergen, Jersey. My parents hooked up in the backseat in the parking lot, and nine months later I appeared. Ever been there?”

      She stared up at me for a moment, her eyes wide, then looked away. “Um, no. Can’t say that I have.”

      Damn. I didn’t mean to make her uncomfortable. My lack of a conventional upbringing was a sore spot, one I didn’t broach during an initial conversation... or any conversation, actually.

      “Yeah, I haven’t either. But it’s on my list of places to visit someday.” I slid down and sat across from her, my back against the wall. “So, I take it you’re a student at Tempest?”

      “Adjunct professor. And you?”

      “Got my MBA a few years ago and now work for Crosby Consulting. I’m mentoring a group of undergrads, so I’m on campus quite a bit. Let me guess—you teach Women’s Studies?”

      Faith shook her head. “English Lit.”

      “So, the spicy reading material is for…?”

      “Um, research for an article I’m submitting to a literary journal.”

      “Huh. I’m surprised Tempest wants you working on that kind of stuff, being such a conservative university and all. You sure you don’t hand out English Lit homework like that? Or maybe group projects?”

      She appraised me with narrowed eyes and a half-smile on her full, pink lips. “No. It’s all self-study.”

      Maybe I’d misjudged her. “Well, that could be pretty interesting, too.”

      Faith cleared her throat. “So, what kind of consulting do you do?”

      “Mostly mergers and acquisitions, but on the marketing side of things.” I shrugged. “I’m hoping to land a gig with one of our divisions out east. How about you?”

      Management had their eyes on me. I’d love to make a big move to one of their high-paying, high-profile divisions. That would make it possible to pay off my student loans and maybe do something nice for Meemaw to thank her for everything she’d done for me over the years.

      Faith stretched out and crossed one foot over the other, drawing my attention to her long, denim-clad legs. “I’d like to stay here at Tempest and earn tenure.”

      Smarty pants. “I thought all English professors wanted to take sabbaticals and write the great American novel.”

      “Writing isn’t as easy as it might look.”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t know about that. But you sure as hell don’t look like any English teacher I’ve ever had. You’re missing glasses and a cat.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “What’s wrong with cats?”

      Great. I’d pissed her off again. “You have a cat, don’t you?”

      She drew her legs up and rested her chin on her knees. “Mr. Darcy doesn’t really know he’s a cat. He’s more of a roommate.”

      “Mr. Darcy? Seriously? I take it back. I guess you do look like some of my English profs. I just didn’t have a chance to meet them when they were still hot.”

      A splash of red spread across her cheeks. “Look here, Pizza Boy⁠—”

      “Hey, how about a beer or something while we wait for someone to rescue us?” I stood up and walked around the room, taking note of the stock.

      Faith shook her head. “No thanks, I’m not a big drinker.”

      Great, what to do with the gorgeous green-eyed girl? If she hadn’t already shot me down, I’d be able to come up with a few ideas. Although, she didn’t really look like one-night stand material, and for the past six years, that’s all I’d been interested in. No commitment, no one gets hurt.

      By the looks of the red-headed beauty in front of me, she’d definitely fall into the long-term category—a major no-no for me. I hadn’t always been so hell-bent against commitments. But that was one lesson I only needed to learn once.

      I walked back to the door and put my ear up against the cold metal. The muffled sound of the band filtered through. Maybe when they took a break, I could make enough noise to attract some attention. I looked at my watch. It was only nine-forty. Since I’d just restocked the main fridge, it could be quite a while before someone had to come back to the stockroom. Damn.
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      I chewed on my bottom lip. Only fifteen minutes had passed. How long was I going to be stuck in here with Pizzeria Dante? I hadn’t wanted to go out tonight in the first place. If I’d only listened to my gut, I’d still be at home in my pajamas, knee-deep in grading papers about Nietzsche’s Human, All Too Human with Mr. Darcy nestled on my lap.

      Maybe that was too optimistic. If I were at home, the Nietzsche papers would probably be laying on the floor, and I’d be snoozing on the couch. The man was brilliant, but not one of my favorites.

      Still, I had work to do and those final scenes I promised Steph. I needed to get home and get busy if I wanted to turn everything in on time.

      I studied the gorgeous bartender. What did he have against cats? Jess could be right, he might be kind of a player, but still... Dante... that would make a good name for the bad boy in my next novel.

      I could probably just base the whole character on him. Thick, dark hair, nice build. He’d have to lose the glasses, though. The bad-ass biker I’d planned for my next steamy romance definitely wouldn’t wear glasses.

      The eyes could stay. It was too dark to see them in the storeroom, but I’d noticed them right away earlier. Somewhere between blue and green. An interesting match with the scruffy, dark stubble covering his face.

      I filled out a character sketch in my head. Yeah, Dante it would have to be. He might have to be beefed up a little bit. Although, peeking over at him from under the fringe of hair that had fallen across my face, I reconsidered.

      Underneath the unbuttoned flannel shirt, his tight white undershirt hinted at a rock-hard chest. He pushed his sleeves up, and the muscles of his forearms flexed. If he lost the tad too baggy jeans, that bod would probably be pretty close to perfect.

      How hard would his biceps feel under my hand? How dark might his happy trail be? I pondered the answers—all for character research, of course.

      He paced the small room like a caged tiger, then walked back over to where I hadn’t moved on the floor. “Are you sure you don’t want something to drink? We may be here a while.”

      I shook my head while my stomach twisted into knots. “No thanks. I’ve got to get out of here. I told the girls I could only stay an hour.” Surely, they were getting worried about me by now.

      “Well, I could use a drink.” He walked around the room, shifting stacks of boxes to see behind them. “Nothing’s cold. I guess that means the hard stuff.”

      Hard stuff. That’s right, where had I been in my mental inventory? I shook my head, sending all thoughts of Dante’s potential hard assets scattering. Focus. If I was going to get any work done tonight, I needed to figure a way out and pronto.

      I stood up and walked over to the door. Raising my fists, I pummeled the metal. “Hey! Anybody out there?”

      Dante came up behind me and put his hand on my arm, sending a course of goosebumps down to my wrist. “Unfortunately, I don’t think anyone can hear us. Why don’t you come sit down?”

      I shook him off. “You don’t understand. I have a ton of stuff to do and need to get home. Isn’t there something we can use to pry the door open?”

      “Gotta get back to your books? That self-study project, huh?” He eyed me over the rim of his glasses.

      I put a hand on my hip and backed away. “Do you have something against women’s studies?”

      He moved close, crowding into my personal space. Close enough for me to smell the mix of fabric softener and male muskiness hovering around him. “Quite the opposite, Faith.” His voice dropped a notch, and he lowered his gaze to my mouth. “I’m a big fan of studying women.”

      Oh. My. God. He was making a play. My hoo-ha tingled, gearing up for some long overdue attention. I squelched the sensation and put my hands on his chest—his granite hard, chiseled chest—and pushed him away. “It’s creeps like you that give good guys a bad name.”

      “Ha! You’re the one reading about getting it on. By the way, was that a BDSM book I saw you holding earlier? Your girlfriends know you’re into kinky shit?”

      My hands went to my hips, and I glared at him.

      “Easy there, Ginger. I won’t blow your cover. To each her own.”

      I sighed. “Can we just work on getting out of here? I’ve got a lot to do... reading... writing an article...”

      He rolled his eyes. “I think someone’s taking her work a little too seriously. It’s only Friday. You’ve got all weekend.”

      “Yeah, and all weekend won’t be long enough.”

      Dante scanned the room. His eyes stopped on the window. “Well, if you’re really desperate...”
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      I looked up at the small rectangular hole in the wall. I could probably fit through there. Hell, I’d suck it all in and squeeze myself through if it meant getting away from the distraction with the cut pecs and amazing blue-green eyes.

      “Fine. But you’re going to have to give me a boost. I’ll never be able to reach it on my own.”

      Dante made a basket out of his hands. “Come on, let’s give it a shot.”

      I put a hand on his shoulder. His muscles tensed under my touch. I could feel him flex, and my thoughts shot forward to consider what might happen if we didn’t get out of the storeroom. At the rate I was going, I might jump him if I couldn’t force myself through the window.

      Placing my foot in his hands, I pushed myself up as he lifted. My fingers grasped at the lever on the window, desperate to unlatch it.

      “Dammit, I’m not high enough.”

      He lowered me back to the ground. “Time for Plan B. Here, get up on my shoulders.”

      I hesitated.

      “Come on, I’ll be a perfect gentleman.” He squatted down low so I could climb onto his back.

      A gentleman… he didn’t seem like the kind of guy who’d ever done anything gentle. I threw a leg over each of his shoulders and grabbed his hands, sandwiching his neck right between my thighs.

      Oooh. A pulsing sensation hummed through my core as I made contact through my jeans with the back of his neck. This was the closest I’d come to any kind of sexual interaction in well over a year, and my inner thighs clenched in anticipation.

      “Whoa, easy there.” Dante grabbed onto my legs, his hands wrapping around my calves, before he stood up and moved toward the wall.

      I squeezed his neck between my thighs like my life depended on it and fumbled with the lock.

      “Got it!” I pushed the window open. A cool rush of air blew past me into the room. “Now I just need to get through.” I grabbed onto the window ledge and tried to hoist myself up.

      Dante put his hands under my thighs in an effort to boost me higher.

      “Just a little further.” I grunted with the effort as his hands roamed over my legs. Shivers cascaded through me, like a stampede of tingles that needed to be squelched pronto.

      “Can you see anything yet? You don’t want to jump into the dumpster.”

      I searched the ground. “Yeah, it’s right under the window, but I think I can avoid it. Can you lift me just a little higher?”

      His hands scrambled under my legs. As I wriggled to get a foot up on his shoulder, he moved me closer to the window, and his palms slid to my butt. He pushed, one hand on my ass and the other making contact with the apex of my thighs.

      “Oh, my god.” Heat pooled between my legs. His hand, oh crap, his fingers were applying pressure in exactly the wrong spot. Okay, it was the right spot, but definitely the wrong spot considering the company and the situation. “Get your hand off my⁠—”

      “Sorry!” Dante yelled as I made it through the window.

      I didn’t care where I landed. My top priority was to escape. A metallic thud sounded as something crunched underneath me. In my rush to relieve my thighs of the pressure of Dante’s fingers, I’d miscalculated my landing spot. I’d had to do something to get away from him. We’d just met, and already he’d touched me in places I’d been trying to ignore for over a year. Thanks to that boost, I wasn’t going to be able to ignore them anymore.

      Stumbling to my feet, I trudged through the garbage bags to the edge of the dumpster. The scent of rancid grease mixed with decaying produce assaulted my nose. I hoisted a leg over the side and jumped down to the pavement. An unrecognizable layer of slime covered my lower half, and some sort of liquid smeared through my hair. I couldn’t go back in the bar looking like this.

      I tried the handle of the back door. Thankfully, it opened with a loud creak. I crept down the empty hallway to the storeroom. As I turned the knob and pushed it open, Dante moved toward the door.

      “Thanks.” He looked me up and down. “What the hell happened to you?”

      “You sent me sailing into the freaking dumpster. I don’t know what this is on my pants, and there’s crap in my hair, too.”

      “I told you to watch out.” Stepping back, he took in my matted hair, slimy jeans, and the grease spots dotting my shirt. As he walked in a slow circle around me, a giant smile spread across those damn kissable lips.

      I pulled my shirt away from my skin. “There’s no way Jess is going to let me in her car like this.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way.” He crossed his arms over his expansive chest. “I live over the bar. Why don’t you come upstairs and wash off a little?”

      “Seriously?” I focused on the tiny tic pulsing in my jaw. “Look, I appreciate the offer, but I just want to get home. Just because you had your hand up my⁠—”

      “Hey!” He put his hands up, palms out, in an effort to stop the words from sailing out of my mouth. “I was just trying to be a nice guy.” He smiled. “By all means, go back to the bar and finish your beer. I’m sure your friends will enjoy the ambiance.”

      As he turned around to head toward the door to the bar, I looked down at the goopy mess covering my clothes. I really couldn’t get in the car like this. Jess would kill me. The smell of grease would linger on the cloth seats for months.

      “Fine. Yes, a shower would be good.”

      He stopped and whipped around to face me. “I’m glad you’ve decided to prioritize your personal hygiene.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It’s not like I have much of a choice. Can I make one thing clear?”

      “What’s that, Stinkarella?” Dante cocked a hip, obviously waiting for me to make a slew of unreasonable demands. His gaze swept over me, warming me from the core like one of those molten chocolate lava cakes I loved. Liquid heat flowed through my veins as a smile settled on his lips.

      “I’m showering alone.”

      “If you’re sure that’s the way you want it, your wish is my command. Follow me.” He chuckled, then pushed through the back door and walked around the building to a set of stairs.

      He led me up the wooden steps to the second story and opened the door. As I entered the apartment, I took in the exposed pipes and beams running across the tall, two-story ceiling. Red brick walls complemented the shiny wooden floors. For a moment, I forgot about the dumpster gunk covering my body and let myself absorb the warmth of his apartment.

      “This is awesome.” I slowly turned around in the giant open living space.

      “Yeah, the guy who owns the bar gave me cheap rent in exchange for pulling the late-night shifts no one else wants.”

      “I bet you get tons of natural light.” I ran my hand over the rough brick wall. A tall bookshelf caught my attention, and my eyes skimmed over the titles on display. Hemingway, Keats, Faulkner. Hmmm, the hottie bartender likes to read.

      “The bathroom’s back there.” He pointed to the only room with a door, then pulled a clean towel from a cabinet and handed it to me. “Make yourself at home.”

      I made my way to the bathroom, taking in the details of his cozy personal space along the way. Tons of books, lots of comfy seating. The kind of space I’d like for myself. Too bad he wasn’t my type. I could get comfortable in a place like this.

      I shook my head. Comfort ought to be the last thing on my mind. I was about to get naked in a stranger’s shower. The thought sent an army of nervous butterflies on a tirade through my stomach. I guess there’s a first time for everything.

      “I’ll just be a sec.” I clasped the fluffy towel to my chest and disappeared behind the closed door before I could change my mind.
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