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        To Kara and Shane

        Once upon a time a good woman fell in love with a good man
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      Dear Reader,

      

      Up until now I have been exclusively a closed door writer.

      The past few books I’ve written there were moments during the creative process where I was conflicted about closing the door. It felt like I was doing the characters and the story I had built a disservice.

      But I was afraid of transitioning to open door. I thought it would be brand suicide.

      Still, I couldn’t shake the idea that I was harming the depth of my storytelling. That I was pulling my punches so to speak.

      And then I told myself I didn’t have a right to show up in that space and contribute to romance in that way. The subject matter was too important to get wrong.

      See, I learned about sex through romance novels. Without certain books and certain brave authors, I wouldn’t know what I know. I’ve spoken to many people over the years that have expressed the same sentiment. Without romance novels with open door scenes, a lot of us would be very different people.

      That’s when I realized I had a responsibility to be a voice in that space. To contribute to the genre with the talents I’ve been given. To hopefully be a meaningful and healthy influence. To pass it on.

      I believe this is where my writing was always leading me and I’m excited for this next step.

      I recognize that not everyone will support this transition. I didn’t come to this decision lightly. It has been on my mind and heart for quite some time. I wanted to be sure that I was making this change for the right reasons.

      I hope you stick around, but I understand if you can’t.

      I know this is a big change and I want to make it easy for you to skip the spicy bits if they make you uncomfortable. The chapters with open door scenes with have an asterisk after the chapter number. Just a small symbol to notify readers of what to expect so you’re not blindsided, but nothing too harsh to pull you out of the story.

      Not every book moving forward will have open door. It will really depend on the story and the characters. I will be upfront in the blurb if there will be open door scenes so you can make an informed decision.

      Thank you for reading my stories. Thank you for sticking with me. Thank you for giving me the chance to be a part of something greater than myself.

      Love Always,

      Heidi
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      ANIKA

      

      The only thing worse than cracking your ribs after falling down a flight of stairs, was falling down a flight of stairs with ribs which were already cracked.

      Sure, Anika could have said no. She could have told someone her ribs were cracked. She could have done a lot of things.

      But it was the last stunt of the day. Not only that, but it was also the final sequence of a series finale that had given her job stability for seven years.

      To say she was a little attached to the character would be an understatement. No way was she going to let Chad do the last stunt. In her mind, she was just as much the main character as the actress she doubled for.

      They’d trained together, fought together, defeated evil together. She didn’t care if it killed her—she was going down the stairs again.

      Which, considering her line of work, probably wasn’t the healthiest mentality.

      But she was relying on the adrenaline to carry her through. It hadn’t failed her yet.

      Besides, it was stairs. Taking a car hit the wrong way was more likely to sideline her. And since they’d done that yesterday without issue, she could handle one more tumble down the stairs.

      “Cut!” Trent called. “Got it.”

      Thank God, Anika thought. She rolled off the pad and slowly stood.

      Well, if her ribs hadn’t been cracked before, they definitely were now.

      Fuck.

      Cracked ribs at thirty-years-old were different than cracked ribs at twenty.

      She made her way over to Trent—the stunt coordinator and one of her oldest friends in the business—keeping her expression neutral.

      The last thing she wanted was anyone to find out she’d injured herself. Trent wasn’t the worry, but others. The whisperers and gossips who could (would) make it something it wasn’t.

      Maybe she was being paranoid. Or maybe, after ten years in the business, she’d learned from her own injuries and from the injuries of others, some shit you keep to yourself.

      The show had had more than its fair share of scandal over the past season. She didn’t want to add “Stunt Person Forced to Do Stunt While Injured,” to the other inaccurate headlines.

      Plus, stunt work was going through a series of tragedies on sets worldwide that the media was reporting with varying shades of erroneousness.

      A handful of incidents had occurred where a stunt person was asked (bullied) into doing a stunt they knew was too dangerous. The worst had happened. The subsequent investigations and lawsuits fueled public speculation. The investigations confirmed that the incidents never should have happened.  And the lawsuits were minuscule in comparison to what those families had suffered.

      But because of the increased interest from the public, the media began to report every single injury and incident as if professional stunt work as a whole was facing a calamitous outcome.

      And since the people reporting knew exactly zero about stunt work or what was considered “normal,” they put the blame in all the wrong places.

      Anika suspected that a couple low level people in the studios were the “leaks” that were supplying the media reports with more false or exaggerated reports. Motivated by the attention, it made them feel more important. Which was an epidemic, in and of itself, in the industry.

      “You okay?” Trent asked.

      “Yep.” She planted her hands on her hips, ignoring the stinging in her chest. “Did we get it?”

      He eyed her. He had to know she was injured. He’d been in the business twice as long as her and had seen it all.

      He took a deep breath and ran a hand over his closely shaved head. “You know,” he started and she already knew what he was going to say. He’d said it before. A few times. Something along the lines of “you can trust me to have your back, stop hiding dumb shit from me.”

      Because he was one of the good ones. He took care of his stunt people and he would never be one of those assholes who got someone killed.

      “Your competitiveness is going to kill you someday.”

      Hm. Well he had never said it quite like that before.

      She made a face.

      He rolled his eyes.

      “Did we get the shot?’ she asked, arching an eyebrow.

      He snorted and turned back to the monitor. “Of course we got the shot.”

      She tried not to feel smug as she watched the replay.

      Gorgeous.

      Who could fall down the stairs as convincingly as her? No one, that’s who.

      Turning toward wardrobe, Trent joined her. They fell in step and nodded at crew members as they passed.

      It had been a surreal day on set. It was the final day for filming the fight sequences, and unless they called her back for reshoots, she was done.

      She’d probably come back for the wrap party in a couple weeks. It would be a huge adjustment not to have a steady job for a while. Seven years on the same set with many of the same people was not nothing.

      Especially since when she’d gotten the job, she had no idea how long it would last.

      Who knew AdoleScents would have turned into such a huge show? It was a show about a high school girl who ran her own private detective agency, was also a werewolf, needed her wolf side to gather the clues, but could never remember what happened when she was a wolf. It was slapstick and drama and angst wrapped into one.

      Anika had loved doubling for Julie Shakespeare, the twenty-something actor who portrayed Ashina Blake, werewolf private eye.

      They’d gotten close over the years. Hopefully they’d stay in contact.

      “What’s next on your schedule?” Trent asked, sounding casual.

      She side-eyed him but he kept his gaze forward.

      “I have a couple commercials coming up. Driving and maybe a high fall. I’m waiting to get a call back on a thing in Atlanta that should take a few weeks. An indie project with fight sequences.”

      She hadn’t been able to line up very many jobs during the final filming of AdoleScents. She’d be putting out feelers in the next few days though. She didn’t have a lot of money saved, but it was enough that she didn’t need to panic.

      Yet.

      Besides, her work on AdoleScents did a lot of the heavy lifting for her. She’d established a consistent reputation with others in her line of work. It would be easier for her to get a job now than it had been when she’d first been starting out.

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      Trent hummed low in his throat and stopped walking. She crossed her arms and faced him. He narrowed his dark eyes at her and took a breath.

      She fought the urge to chew the inside of her cheek.

      It wasn’t exactly common knowledge that Trent had gotten hired as the stunt coordinator for a massive superhero film that hadn’t been announced yet.

      It was just a rumor.

      And along with that rumor was the one about who he had already tapped to join him.

      Because that was how you got hired for stunt work in the industry. No agents, no managers, very few auditions. Someone always knew someone who knew someone who could do a thing. And calls were made and you showed up to do anything from getting thrown through a window to jumping out of a plane.

      If you did good work, you got to come back.

      Trent glanced around at the people surrounding him. Finally, he settled his gaze on her.

      “Keep your phone on you. And maybe keep your winter available.”

      She lifted her eyebrows but didn’t reply.

      He shook his head and huffed a laugh. “And don’t get hurt before then.” He patted her shoulder before walking away.

      Anika rolled her lips inward and did her best to stifle her excitement.

      Yesssss.

      It was all finally happening.

      Stunt work was her favorite thing in the world (besides pizza).

      And if the rumors were true, if Trent was going to be the go-to guy on such a huge production, and if he brought her in…

      That was so many ifs.

      She changed back into her clothes, making small talk with the people around her, saying her goodbyes.

      Julie came by and thanked her. They hugged and cried and promised to keep in touch. Wrapping up a project that had been running for this long felt like graduating high school. She’d been with these people every day for a huge portion of her life, and now they were off to do new things.

      But with every hug, the pain in her chest increased as the adrenaline wore off and she knew she needed to get out of there before someone noticed.

      It had been a while since she’d cracked a rib. Hopefully it wouldn’t take long to heal. She had a driving commercial on Monday. That would give her the weekend to ice and rest.

      The moment the door closed on the Dodge Ram she let out her first heavy sigh. She was going to be sore tomorrow.

      All weekend more like.

      Thankfully she didn’t live too far away from where they’d been filming that week. She’d be home in no time.

      She needed a long soak in an ice bath and a beer.

      Just one beer.

      She needed to heal after all.

      But one beer was the reward she was willing to give herself for wrapping another job and maybe being on Trent’s shortlist.

      Shit. She was out of beer.

      And ice.

      The thought of stopping at the store and lugging bags of ice was enough to turn her stomach. Or maybe that was the pain catching up to her.

      She asked her truck to call Spencer, her trainer and friend.

      “Hey.”

      “Do you have a ton of ice and a tub that would fit my big ass?” Anika asked.

      Spencer hummed and started moving around. “Let me check.”

      Some people might balk at how Anika referred to her body. But Spencer understood her pragmatism.

      Objectively speaking, Anika’s body was one to two sizes larger than the actresses she had to double for. It had to be. She needed the muscle to do the stunts that would cripple or kill someone less experienced. And muscle took up space.

      Men generally wore more clothes so they could hide padding in various places. Women’s wardrobes tended to have less coverage. Anika compensated for that with extra muscle and kept her body fat percentage at a comfortable, sustainable level.

      By Hollywood standards, she was a little thick.

      She was fine with that.

      In fact, she was proud of her mass. She worked hard to keep it.

      Plus she was strong.

      And her strength was way more important to her than most anything.

      “I have plenty of ice, but I don’t have a—wait.” Spencer took the phone away from her ear and spoke to someone else. Then she came back. “Where are you?”

      “About ten minutes from the gym.”

      “I will have it ready for you when you get here.”

      “Beer too?” Anika asked hopefully.

      Spencer chuckled. “Fine. Beer too.”

      “You are awesome,” Anika said, meaning it.

      She hung up and turned Double Blind Study up as loud as she could stand it, and headed for the small gym in Huntington Beach that she’d made her part time home.

      She used to work out in between specialized trainers at a luxury gym in LA. That’s where she meant Spencer Clementine. Spencer’s training style spoke to Anika’s inner masochist, and she decided that Spencer would be her trainer forever. Whether Spencer liked it or not.

      And when Spencer quit the luxury gym because the manager was a douchebag, Anika had gone with her.

      Recently, they’d become closer friends.

      And Anika was grateful.

      She liked having close friends nearby she could talk to and shoot the shit with on a consistent basis. Her work friends were always on set somewhere.

      But Spencer had begun to include her in her friend group of professional surfers and beach bums. Anika liked to think she was fitting in all right.

      She got along with all the women great. And most of the guys.

      So far there had only been that one weird interaction with Steve.

      The night they’d first met, he had fainted.

      Straight up passed the fuck out in the middle of a honky-tonk karaoke. He’d come to, blamed it on low blood sugar, and never spoke to her again.

      No really.

      He never spoke to her again.

      And from what she could tell, he talked all the fucking time. He never shut up. Until she entered the room and then he was silent. And kind of stiff.

      It had become a major and unexpected blow to her ego.

      Apparently he really had passed out from low blood sugar.

      But everyone else seemed to like her just fine. Even if Steve often left the room when she was around.

      She made it to Heavenly Health and parked in the near-empty lot. The sun was getting low in the sky and she wondered what time they were supposed to close.

      Or if Spencer had plans.

      Because as much as she wanted to soak in the ice, she really wanted to tell someone what Trent had said. She couldn’t tell any of her friends in the industry because that would open a whole sack of cats.

      But she wanted to share it with someone.

      She reached the front door and Spencer was already there, holding it open. “Go on back to the ladies’ locker room. We have a tub set up.”

      Anika heard her lock the door behind them.

      “We?”

      “I had to call in reinforcements.” Spencer hurried ahead of her and pushed the door open to the locker room. Their eyes met and Spencer’s swam with concern and suspicion.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Anika tried to joke. But a twinge in her chest had her flinching.

      “What happened?” Spencer asked gently.

      Anika stopped in the locker room when she spotted the inflatable kiddie pool filled with water and ice.

      “We didn’t have a lot of time,” Spencer explained apologetically.

      “You’re amazing,” Anika said, meaning it.

      “I’d love to take all the credit—” Spencer stopped when Steve walked into the locker room.

      “Do you think this is enough ice? I have one more bag I can dump in there…” Steve’s voice trailed off when he spotted Anika.

      “You helped set this up?” Anika asked.

      Steve blinked once at her and then turned to Spencer. “What do you think?”

      Spencer coughed and rolled her eyes. “Geezus, Steve,” she murmured.

      “Thank you,” Anika said. She was annoyed that he was outright ignoring her and that reflected in her tone.

      Spencer’s lips twitched and she lifted her eyebrows. “I have to go, like, right now. Bo and I have a dog to take over to her new foster family. Andrew is closing. He’s been told not to bother you.” She took a breath and Anika braced. “Steve has agreed to stay with you until you’re ready to head home. But no rush. You can stay as long as you want.”

      Anika glanced at Steve who was staring at the floor and shifting back and forth on his feet.

      “Cool,” Anika replied. This should be fun.

      So much for hanging out with a friend. Steve couldn’t stand her. Any of the other guys—Brady, Adam, Kip, even Bo—and Anika would still be excited to share her news.

      Oh well.

      She turned back to the pool of ice and her body nearly sang with anticipation.

      “I would hug you but I have a feeling you’re injured,” Spencer said, fishing for details.

      “Eh.” Anika waved her away. “You have to go. Thank you for this. We’ll chat later.”

      Spencer said goodbye and the locker door closed behind her. Steve still hadn’t moved or spoken.

      The deathly silence was intermingled with the sounds of ice cracking as it melted.

      Anika took a breath and stepped toward the kiddie pool.

      “Can I—” Steve started in both words and motion. He stepped forward and stopped. “Do you need help?”

      Anika squeezed her hands into fists at her sides.

      Yes, she could use some help.

      But Steve was clearly uncomfortable around her and she didn’t want to make it worse.

      “Oh!” He snapped his fingers and left the locker room.

      All right then.

      Anika toed off her sneakers. She bent to take off her socks and groaned.

      “Ow.” She righted herself and made a face. Maybe it was worse than she’d thought.

      The door opened again and Steve returned with two folding chairs. He set them up, patted the seat of one while looking at her, and then left again.

      Fine.

      The chair would be helpful.

      She sat down and reached for her socks again, when Steve returned.

      She didn’t look up at him as she tried to bend toward her feet, taking slow breaths to ease into it.

      But then large hands pushed hers aside and carefully peeling her sock off.

      She sat back and watched Steve gently remove the other sock.

      She couldn’t remember ever being this close to him.

      He was massive.

      Huge shoulders, broad back, even crouched at her feet he could look up and be eye-level with her. What did that make him, six three?

      His black muscle tee stretched and strained over his back muscles.

      She didn’t know anyone she worked with who had muscles like that.

      Maybe Robby Razzle.

      Steve looked up and she was snared in his bright blue gaze.

      “Thank you,” she said, meaning it.

      He nodded once and then stood, backing up.

      She got to her feet, undid the button on her jeans. She saw Steve turn his back in her periphery and she almost snickered. Modesty wasn’t one of her attributes, but the gesture was sweet.

      She dropped her jeans to the ground, still in her navy boy short underwear. Sexy? No. Practical? Hell yeah.

      Her tank top was a bit more difficult to wrench over her head, but she dropped it into the pile of clothes she’d made.

      She glanced down at her white sports bra.

      Oh, good. It was one of her nicer ones. No holes, rips, or food stains.

      She stepped into the pool and hissed at the chill. Slowly, she eased her way into sitting and sank back into the cold embrace.

      “How, um, how long should you be in there?” Steve asked, his back still to her.

      “You can turn around. The important parts are covered.” She eased further into the ice and breathed deep. “I like to soak for a good thirty.”

      He turned toward her slightly but she noticed he didn’t look anywhere near her.

      “Beer,” he declared suddenly and then left again.

      Yessss. The beer.

      He returned with a six pack. He set them down next to the pool, took one out, and removed the cap with the large silver ring on the third finger of his right hand.

      “That’s a cool move,” she said, taking the bottle offered to her and nodding at his hand.

      His gaze cut to hers, his expression unreadable.

      He left again and she sighed.

      Well, beer in an ice bath was what she’d prioritized in her thoughts. The company would have been a bonus so she could hardly complain.

      She wouldn’t complain at all actually. Cracked ribs and all, she was grateful for this life she was allowed to live.

      It was so much better than it used to be. And every year she added a little more to her happiness. Someday it would be all golden, no gray.

      Steve came back in carrying a television and as the locker door shut behind him she was pretty sure she heard Andrew hollering about how he couldn’t do that.

      She took a drink from her beer and watched as Steve set up the tv on one of the folding chairs and positioned it to it faced her. Then he pulled up the other chair next to her with the six pack between them. He messed with his phone for a minute and then held it out to her.

      “You want to pick something to watch?”

      She glanced from the app on his phone, to his watchful gaze, and back again.

      “Um,” she shook her head once, trying to find words. “No. You can pick whatever. I’m fairly agreeable.”

      He nodded once and started flipping through options.

      So maybe Steve didn’t hate her. If he did, he was doing his best to be kind and she was a little speechless over that fact.

      It wasn’t often people were kind just for the sake of it.

      He settled on a preseason professional hockey game.

      “Hmm,” she hummed relaxing even more. “I love hockey.”

      “Me too.” He sniffed a laugh. “I don’t expect Los Angeles to do well this year without Best.”

      She groaned even as her brain lit up with his response. “Right? I mean, I knew retirement was in his future, but I thought he had at least two more seasons.”

      “That’s what I was saying,” Steve agreed. “At least two. Maybe three though. He was so strong last year.”

      “Do you think it was contract negotiations and they called his bluff?” she asked, desperate to hold onto this conversation if only to build a bridge between them.

      “If that’s what happened then LA’s owner is an even bigger idiot than I originally thought.”

      She chuckled because she agreed.

      “Hey, are you hungry?” he asked.

      “I could eat.” Truthfully, she was starving. “One of my favorite things is pizza with beer and literally anything on television.”

      His eyes came to her and his lips curved into the flirtiest smile she had ever seen on such a large man.

      The Steve that had been avoiding her was nowhere to be seen. “What do you want on your pizza?”

      “Everything.” She shrugged. “I like all of it.”

      “Pineapple?” The way he asked sounded like both challenge and temptation.

      “Obviously.”

      He made an appreciative sound that sent tingles through her numbing limbs.

      Well it wouldn’t be the first time that her love of food had accidentally turned her on.

      “What do you like along with the pineapple?” he asked, his thumbs moving over the screen of his phone.

      She closed her eyes and thought. “Pepperoni and jalapeño.” She smiled and opened her eyes.

      Steve was staring at her.

      He quickly looked away.

      “What?” she asked on a laugh. “It’s good!”

      He shook his head and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “Yeah, no. That’s my favorite is all.”

      How about that? Hockey, pizza, and beer. Maybe they had common ground now and he’d stop doing the Cha Cha Slide out of the room when she entered.

      “My sister works at a pizza place that’s close by,” Steve explained. “I’m texting her the order. My buddy Adam will pick it up for us.”

      “I know Adam,” Anika said mostly to herself.

      “Tall, ridiculously good looking, smells like a new car.”

      She snorted.

      Steve cut her a look. “How are you feeling? Need any Advil or anything?”

      “If I have Advil, I can’t have this.” She held up her beer. He nodded in understanding.

      “Can I ask what happened?”

      Oh, my God, it’s happening. We’re making chit chat. We’re becoming friends, she thought excitedly. Slow your roll, girl. Don’t come on too strong.

      “We were shooting this stunt where I had to fall down some stairs after a fight. Nothing I haven’t done a hundred times. But I…” She rolled her eyes and shook her head because it was so stupid. It wasn’t the kind of mistake she normally made. It was sloppy and reminded her of her early days. “I didn’t hit the stairs the right way. My fault. Got to the bottom, had knocked the wind out of myself. We didn’t get the shot—which happens. But it wasn’t until I was back at the top of the stairs that I started to suspect I’d cracked at least one, but maybe more than one rib.”

      Steve looked horrified. “And you did it again?”

      She shrugged. “I had to. That’s the job.”

      “Should I take you to a hospital?’ he asked.

      “No, no, no.” Anika chuckled. “They’ll just give me Tylenol and send me home. I’d still have to ice it and rest.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest and eyed her suspiciously.

      “I’m fine,” she assured him. “This is not my first time.”

      “Didn’t you break your ribs when you did that spy movie in Madrid?”

      Now it was her turn to be suspicious. She narrowed her eyes. “And my collarbone.”

      He nodded, pursing his lips.

      They held eye contact for a minute. He broke it first when his phone buzzed.

      “Pizza is on its way.”

      “That’s fast.”

      “She’s a pro.” He dropped his phone back into his lap and went back to the game on the tv.

      Anika’s limbs were reaching that point where they were painfully numb. The blissful reset of her nerve endings. A lot of people didn’t like ice baths.

      A lot of people were probably considered relatively sane too.

      As tempting as it was to stay in there until she couldn’t feel anything at all, she knew it was time to get out.

      She looked around, trying to figure out how to do this.

      “What do you need?” Steve asked.

      “A towel? And probably help standing. I don’t trust my legs to get me up.”

      Steve shot to his feet and grabbed a couple towels from the rack at the end of the locker row. He held one out to her.

      She chuckled. “I hate to ask this, but can you help me up?”

      His eyebrows dipped in a deep V and he pressed his mouth into a hard line.

      It was as if their previous conversation hadn’t happened. He was back to being distant and quiet. She wouldn’t be surprised if he suddenly left and didn’t come back.

      “Unless Adam is almost here and then I can ask him,” she said. Assuming of course that he wasn’t as opposed to getting near her. “Or grab Andrew from out front,” she suggested.

      What was the deal? Did she smell bad or something? She didn’t think so. Maybe he had an aversion to women?

      No that didn’t fit. He was always hanging off the other females in their friend group.

      It was just her he didn’t like.

      Steve jerked his chin back like she’d offended him. Then he tossed the towel over one of his massive shoulders, came around behind her and dropped into a deep squat.

      She lifted her arms so he could hook his under her armpits and lift.

      Which he did. In one smooth motion.

      She went from sitting in the pool to standing in the span of a breath.

      He let her go and the soft cotton of the towel wrapped around her from behind. She took the towel from him and their fingers brushed. His were warm and she wanted to grab hold of them. She held the towel closed at her front.

      “Step back. I got you.” His soft instruction was coupled with the slightest pressure on her hips as he guided her out of the pool. “You got it?” His breath warmed the shell of her ear as he waited for her to find her footing through the numbness.

      “Yeah,” she managed to croak out.

      Slowly his hands slid free of her hips.

      Okay, so she hadn’t been on a date in a while.

      But it wasn’t just that.

      She couldn’t ever remember being touched with such care by such a physically powerful man.

      Steve draped another towel over the folding chair and patted it. “Have a seat.”

      She made her way over to the chair and Steve watched her carefully. Like he was waiting for her to keel over at any second. She sat down and tried her brightest smile on him.

      “See? Didn’t fall apart on my way over.”

      His serious expression didn’t crack.

      “You are covered in bruises,” he said.

      Not in the worried way her sister said it. It was more a statement of fact.

      “Yes,” she agreed, trying to laugh it off. “I usually am.”

      Again. Just part of the job.

      Her gaze dropped to the television screen and it snagged on Steve’s clenched fists at his side. Her eyes darted back to his but he was already turning away.

      She wanted to say something. Explain what he didn’t understand. Maybe bridge that gap that kept opening between them.

      But she had no idea where to start.
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        * * *

      

      STEVE

      

      He could see on her face that she wanted to say something. But he wasn’t in a position to hear it. Not the way it probably deserved to be heard.

      His phone buzzed, alerting him to Adam’s arrival with the pizza. Perfect timing.

      He left the locker room and headed to the parking lot.

      Could he invite Adam in to have pizza and watch hockey?

      Of course.

      But he wasn’t about to give up his time with Anika. Even if it was one of the more difficult experiences of his life.

      She was just so… gah.

      She was perfect.

      When he’d helped her out of the pool, her long dark hair, wet from the ice bath, stuck to his exposed arms and shoulders. And when he’d steadied her with his hands on her hips, his fingers and palms got hot.

      He’d caught a glimpse of her athletic body, in nothing but a sports bra and underwear, but instead of really looking at it, all he could see were the numerous bruises in different shades of healing on her skin.

      It… did things to him.

      Rationally he knew the bruises were just a byproduct of her profession. But his nervous system wasn’t being rational.

      It never was around her.

      Steve had several attractive female friends. He worked in a surf shop where he saw and interacted with attractive women in bathing suits. Daily!

      He was no longer a preteen at the mercy of his developing hormones. He was a fully grown, thirty-year-old man, who’d been living and successfully interacting with beautiful women for years.

      But he’d never been so discombobulated by any of them before.

      Yet every time he saw Anika, his tongue felt too big for his mouth; his breathing got shallow; and his body caught fire. And if he didn’t exit the situation immediately, he was probably going to pass out or say something stupid. Or worse, say something stupid and then pass out.

      The first time he’d seen her had been seven years ago.

      Adam’s mom had been a producer overseeing the season finale of a show about a werewolf detective. Steve had tagged along (as he did) just to see something new.

      Adam’s mom had wanted to introduce Adam to the star of the show, Julie Shakespeare. While Adam and Julie were flirtin’ it up, Steve had wandered over to where they were filming a stunt sequence.

      He watched as the most beautiful woman in the world jumped from a building onto an awning, rolled, dropped to the ground, took off running at a dead sprint, and tackled a man twice her size onto the pavement.

      The director yelled “cut!” and Anika got up, helped her colleague off the ground, shook her hair out, and stole Steve’s ability to breathe.

      He’d never fanboyed a day in his life. Never understood the concept. But a fanboy he became.

      After that moment he never missed an episode of AdoleScents. He’d taken a huge interest in every project Anika was attached to. He knew more about her career than was healthy, but he figured it didn’t matter because they didn’t move in the same circles. He could be a fan from a distance. No one had to know.

      And then Spencer, the scrappy surfer turned personal trainer had brought Anika into their circle of friends.

      Steve still hadn’t forgiven her.

      He needed to keep his shallow breathing, moony-eyed fanboy as far away from Anika as possible. It was safer for everyone involved.

      He took several deep breaths of the fresh ocean air, trying to rid himself of his anxiety.

      Anika was a close friend of Spencer’s and she was around more and more. Steve needed to get his shit together or find a new group of friends.

      He could do this.

      She was a regular person.

      No, she’s not. She’s extraordinary.

      Fuck.

      Adam got out of his car when he saw Steve and walked around to the trunk.

      “You put the pizza in the trunk?” Steve asked.

      “I don’t want my interior to smell like garlic,” Adam said with a shrug.

      “Yeah, that would be a shame,” Steve replied sarcastically.

      Adam handed him the box and closed the trunk. He gestured at the gym behind Steve. “What’s going on?”

      “Just having dinner. Spencer asked me to hang with Anika while she iced her ribs.”

      Adam made a face. “Ouch. The girl’s got bigger balls than me.”

      Steve grunted in agreement.

      Adam lifted his chin, a knowing smile playing on his lips. “You sure you can handle this? You’re not going to hide in the bathroom until she leaves, are you?”

      Steve flattened his expression. Adam chuckled.

      “That happened one time.”

      Adam barked a laugh.

      “Whatever,” Steve mumbled. “You wanna come in for a minute?” he asked, turning towards the gym.

      “No. I have to get going.” Adam opened the driver’s door. “By the way, your sister says hi.”

      Steve waved his thanks and went back inside. Secretly, very secretly, he was glad Adam wasn’t going to come in and say hi to Anika. Up until a few minutes ago he had no opinion either way. But when she’d suggested that Adam be the one to help her out of the pool, he about lost his mind.

      Which he definitely didn’t need to do.

      Not if he was ever going to impress her.

      “Food’s here,” he announced on his way back into the locker room.

      She looked up at him, her dark brown eyes big and round, and something in his chest stumbled.

      Okay. She was actually looking at the pizza like that.

      But he could wish, right?

      She reached out with open hands. “Gimme.”

      He smirked and handed her the box. He bent to grab two more beers from the six pack. He handed one to her. “One more?”

      She eyed the beer and then nodded once.

      “Okay. But only because it’s a crime to have pizza and not beer when beer is readily available.”

      Fuck.

      A woman after his own heart.

      He could do this. He could be chill.

      He would not fanboy. He would be normal.

      Nice.

      He wouldn’t say anything offensive.

      He just wouldn’t act like himself at all.

      She offered the opened pizza box to him and he took it. He sat on the floor near her and wiggled a slice free.

      Bex had written him a note on the inside of the box. It said, “This pizza’s so hot right now.”

      He sniffed a laugh.

      “What’s that about?”

      He glanced up to see Anika gesturing to the note on the box.

      “My sister. It’s from Zoolander…” He didn’t how to finish that explanation. He and Bex (and pretty much all of his siblings) spoke to each other in movie quotes and stupid references. It was basically their love language. Because no matter how far apart they were in age and location, movies were an easy way to say, “I love you, I miss you, please laugh.”

      Because laughing was a very important part of living.

      And he would die on that hill.

      “That’s cute.”

      Her words were small. Benign even. But he heard something in her voice that didn’t match.

      Before he could examine it any further, she nodded at him.

      “I like your shirt, by the way.” She pointed at his chest with her pizza slice.

      He looked down at his shirt and bit back the reply he would have said had it been anyone else. Which was, “I’d like it better on you.”

      Instead, he took another second and made a better call.

      “Thanks. I got it from my sister.” It was a favorite. It was a black muscle tee that said “Cuddly AF” in white.

      Anika’s brown eyes moved over his body slowly and he was glad he had a deep tan, because he was pretty sure he blushed.

      “The sister that made the pizza?”

      “No, actually. The sister that made the pizza is my little sister. Rebecca. Bex. The sister who gave me the shirt is older. Violet.”

      “You’re the middle?”

      “Not really.” He shrugged. “There’s a ton of us. I have so many sisters.”

      Her eyebrows went into her hairline. “You’re the only boy?”

      He snickered. “Yeah. It was…an interesting way to grow up.”

      She blinked at him, her lips curved into a knowing smile. “So either they babied you, or they tormented you.”

      “A bit of both.”

      She chuckled and it was this warm, dark sound that reached into his chest and wrapped around his sternum.

      “Well, I like the shirt. It suits you.”

      He barked a laugh. “You think I look cuddly, huh?”

      She winked. “The cuddliest.”

      He eyed the pizza in her hand. “Is this because I fed you?”

      She took a huge bite of her slice and hummed with her eyes closed.

      God, she was cute. And hot. And fun.

      And waaaaayy out of his league.

      But if he didn’t screw it up. If he didn’t go all “Steve” around her, maybe she wouldn’t end up hating him.

      Because that would hurt like a motherfucker.
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      ANIKA

      

      She hit her brakes a little too hard and winced.

      Her ribs were feeling better than they had been a few days ago.

      She’d just finished with the doctor and he’d confirmed they were only bruised and not cracked or broken.

      He’d told her to “take it easy” for a couple weeks and she’d lied to his face when she agreed. He knew she was lying.

      She didn’t even feel bad about it.

      Some lies weren’t actually lies when both parties knew the truth and neither one felt like saying it out loud. He had a box to check and she had a job to do.

      The definition of “it is what it is.”

      What she hadn’t been able to get out of her head all weekend though, was that pizza she’d shared with Steve.

      Amazing.

      Perfection.

      Her actual soul mate in food form.

      But she couldn’t remember the name on the box.

      She’d picked her phone up a dozen times to text Steve to ask him, but she didn’t have his number. And asking Spencer or Tessa for Steve’s number felt like it would open doors to questions she wasn’t interested in answering.

      All she was interested in was another pepperoni, pineapple, jalapeño pizza.

      Her stomach growled at the memory and she sighed in sad defeat. She’d just have to wait until the next time she ran into Steve and ask him.

      Assuming he was done avoiding her.

      She smiled as a few of the jokes they’d shared the other night filtered through her mind.

      Steve was funny.

      Not in the way most guys tried to be funny to impress her. But in a goofy, obnoxious, slapstick way that he kept trying to fight.

      His sense of humor seemed similar to her own. She couldn’t be positive because he was obviously trying to hide it.

      Well, the ice had been broken. Hopefully that would be enough to get him to lighten up a bit around her.

      She came to a stop at a light and glanced down an alley to her left.

      Was that?

      No.

      Could it be that easy?

      She flipped on her blinker and tried to ignore the hungry voice inside that demanded she run over the pedestrians in the crosswalk to get there faster.

      The logo on the sign looked familiar.

      What if the gremlin that lived in her belly was making her hallucinate? It wouldn’t be the first time.

      She pulled her truck into the parking lot and the smell of pizza wafted through her open windows.

      The belly gremlin clawed at her insides.

      “I’m hurrying. Geez.” She unbuckled and slid out of the truck. She eyed the signage as she approached the small pizzeria stuck in the middle of a strip mall that was all but abandoned. A pawn shop and a tax accounting place were the only other operational bays.

      She pulled the door open and the scents enveloped her fully.

      And her mouth began to water.

      This was definitely the place.

      From the outside, the pizzeria appeared run down and forsaken. Inside was a different story.

      While the small restaurant was showing its age, she was keeping it tight. The orange tile floors were clean, the counter sparkled, and even the fountain soda machine was free of empty wrappers and splatters.

      Standing at the fountain machine, filling a large cup, was a familiar head of blond hair. Today he was in a blue muscle tank that tapered to his narrow waist where it met black basketball shorts. She admired his muscular calves for a beat before taking a second look around the lobby area.

      Adam stood at the counter talking with the cashier. He spotted her in the same moment and lifted his chin. She waved as she headed over to say hi to Steve.

      She came up behind him. “Fancy meeting you here,” she said.

      He turned around, taking a drink from the huge cup he’d just filled. His eyes landed on her and went wide.

      And then he sprayed her with whatever beverage had been in his mouth.

      Anika blinked, the liquid already sticky on her face and eyelashes. She pressed her mouth into a hard line, trying not to laugh. Or maybe it was cry.

      But it felt like laughter that wanted to bubble up and out.

      “Shit! Anika! Shit!” Steve lunged to the left and came back with a wad of napkins which he immediately pressed to her face. The force caused her to take a step back. She took hold of the napkins and withdrew them only to have him shove a new pile into the center of her face, squishing her nose.

      “I’m so sorry,” Steve said, grabbing more napkins.

      She caught the third onslaught in both of her hands and held on. “Oh my God, you have to stop.”

      “I didn’t know it was you,” Steve hurriedly explained.

      She snorted. “Hoping to spit your drink on someone in particular?”

      “No—I just…” He opened and closed his mouth several times but no more words came out.

      Adam—whose loud laughter hadn’t registered with Anika until it began to quiet down—came over with a warm, wet towel. “Here. Bex got you a towel.”

      Anika took the white cloth that smelled like soap and wiped her face and the front of her hair with it. She looked down at her shirt and futilely wiped at the brown spatters there as well.

      “You really nailed me,” she said. “Like a shotgun blast of Dr. Pepper at point blank range.”

      “I’m so fucking sorry.” Steve shook his head, his baby blue eyes turned down at the sides.

      She smiled because what else was she gonna do? “It’s okay. I’m sure Def Leppard didn’t mean for you to literally pour sugar on me, but what do I know? Fanboys gonna fanboy.” She shrugged.

      Steve visibly swallowed and his already red cheeks turned a deeper shade of maroon.

      “Damn,” Anika muttered. “Really thought I’d get you to laugh at that one.”

      His blue eyes flashed as they connected with hers and something shifted in his gaze. It was as if he was trying to ask her a question.

      She wanted to take him by the shoulders and shake him while yelling, “Yes, dumbass. Women tell jokes too.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said again.

      She could tell he was about ready to bolt.

      This guy.

      “For crying out loud, Steve,” a woman scolded softly as she wheeled a mop bucket into the lobby. “Do you have any idea how difficult it is to keep these ancient floors clean?”

      The newcomer was wearing a black t-shirt with the pizza logo and flecks of pizza sauce on it. Her light brown hair was tied back but her baby blue eyes matched the sheepish surfer in front of her.

      This must be the sister.

      “Here Bex, let me help.” Adam reached for the mop handle but Bex deftly moved it from his reach.

      “No offense, Sawyer, but your mopping skills leave a lot to be desired.” Bex shifted her attention away from Adam’s sudden frown and evaluated Anika’s appearance. “I’m really sorry about that. I can make him pay for your pizza. I’m his sister, I have that kind of power.”

      Anika smiled; the dried sugar on her face pulled at the skin around her hairline. “I was headed home for a shower anyway. I spotted the logo from down the street and decided to go for it. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about that pizza from the other night. I’m going to get the same kind.”

      “You can have mine,” Steve volunteered. “Bex can make me another one.”

      Anika’s gaze bounced between Bex, Adam, and Steve. Mostly because Steve seemed to be inching towards the door and she wondered if anyone else noticed.

      “You liked the pizza, huh?” Bex asked, smiling proudly. She stuck her chin out a little. “We do make good food.”

      Anika snorted. “That’s an understatement. “That pizza has been starring in my dirty daytime fantasies all weekend.”

      Bex chuckled and swatted a hand at her brother’s abs. “She talks like you.”

      Steve made a noise somewhere between a choke and a wheeze.

      Bex narrowed her eyes at Steve and then used the mop bucket to shove him out of the way. She started mopping the floor and Adam and Anika stepped to the side to give her room.

      “How are the ribs?” Adam asked, taking the wad of napkins from her hands and putting them in the trash receptacle.

      Anika slid her hands into the back pocket of her jeans. “They’re just bruised. Not broken.” She tilted her head to the side. “Spencer won’t let me train until I bring in a doctor’s note.”

      “Did you get one?” Adam asked with an eyebrow arch.

      “I got a variation of one,” Anika replied, pursing her lips.

      “Fuck,” Adam hissed under his breath. “You’re braver than me. In about a hundred ways.”

      Anika was well aware of how scary the dudes perceived Spencer to be. She found it hilarious. Spencer was tough to be sure.

      But scary? Nah.

      “Spencer’s not my biggest problem,” Anika replied.

      “Who’s your biggest problem?” Adam asked crossing his arms over his chest. Steve circled around the mopped area and joined them.

      “Yeah, who’s your biggest problem?”

      “That is too long of a story to tell and it’s super boring.” Not to mention she always felt uncomfortable talking shit about her brother in front of people who got along with their family.

      “Order up!” someone called from by the ovens.

      “That’s for you yahoos,” Bex said pushing the mop bucket through the door to the back. She washed her hands and came back to the counter. “Did you want Steve’s pizza? It’s his usual.”

      Anika started to protest but Steve took the box off the counter and shoved it towards her face. Having learned from the napkins, she was able to get her hands up in time.

      “Take the pizza. I’m still sorry.”

      “Dude,” Adam said stepping close to Steve and keeping his voice low. “You need to chill.”

      Again, all Anika wanted to do was laugh. “I can wait. All I have planned for tonight is pizza and CastleDusk.”

      “Take the pizza,” Adam urged with a look on his face that basically begged her to leave before his bro did anything else weird.

      “You play CastleDusk?” Steve asked.

      “Yeah. It’s my guilty pleasure. It’s a fun, low stakes way to chill.” Anika was used to people making fun of her for playing the video game. Sure, maybe it was “for kids” but she didn’t care. She liked it. End of story.

      “I play with my nephew,” Steve said, surprising her. “We game sometimes. His dad is a douche so…” He ended it with a shrug.

      There was obviously a lot to unpack there.

      But Anika was struck with an idea. She set the pizza on the counter and grabbed a pen out of the cup by the register.

      “I don’t know if this will help with cool uncle points or not, but here’s my username.” She scribbled her info on a fresh napkin. “Maybe you guys can invite me to play next time you’re on.” She handed the napkin to Steve (she did not thrust it in his face even though she was tempted to).

      He took the napkin and looked down at the writing and didn’t look back up.

      “Thanks for this!” she said, suddenly feeling self-conscious and just wanting to get out of there. She tucked the pizza to her side and headed back out to her truck.

      Ugh.

      Dumb.
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        * * *

      

      STEVE

      

      Her truck pulled out of the parking lot and Steve scrubbed a hand over his face.

      “Dude.”

      Steve turned his head toward Adam.

      “You’ve got to get over this crush.”

      Steve narrowed his eyes. “It’s not a⁠—”

      “Fine. Whatever word you wanna use to describe it. You have to get over it. You’re acting like an idiot.”

      Steve swallowed his retort because Adam wasn’t wrong.

      He had spit on her.

      Spit.

      On her.

      Right in the face.

      That had happened.

      He closed his eyes against the vivid replay in his mind and shame flooded his body.

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. It’s like… I get around her and my entire brain turns into peanut butter and jelly.”

      Adam snorted. “It’s the novelty.”

      “What do mean?”

      “She’s new and different and super badass. You think she’s perfect but she’s just a regular person. Like any of us.”

      Nah. She’s perfect.

      But out loud he said, “You think so?”

      “Yeah.” Adam sounded so confident. “You just need to stop avoiding her and eventually the novelty will wear off and you’ll see her the same way you see Lo or Greta or Tess.”

      “Not Spencer,” Steve added.

      “No. Not Spencer. Spencer’s scary,” Adam agreed.

      What he was saying made sense. Maybe if he just stopped running away every time he was around her, he’d get used to that intoxicating energy that surrounded her. Build up a tolerance.

      Hm.

      Why did that make him a little sad?

      Adam walked back over to the fountain machine to refill his drink.

      “Hey,” Bex called Steve over with a soft voice.

      Steve leaned across the counter and laid the napkin with Anika’s username on it. Even her handwriting was badass.

      Bex flattened the napkin with her hands and then patted it. She looked up at Steve and smiled. “I’m going to be the bossy little sister now,” she warned gently.

      “Go for it,” he said, bracing. She was probably going to tell him to change his name, leave town, forget Anika existed and start a new life where he wasn’t an idiot.

      “Invite her to be your friend on here.” She tapped the username. “Tonight.”

      Steve eyed her suspiciously. “I spit in her face, Bex.”

      She shook her head like his words were meaningless. “Don’t wait. Don’t leave her wondering if you hate her. Just trust me.”

      Steve sighed and took the napkin. He folded it carefully and stuck it in his back pocket. “She thinks I hate her?”

      Bex shrugged one shoulder and chewed on her bottom lip.

      “I don’t want her to think I hate her,” Steve muttered mostly to himself.

      “Order up!”

      Adam came back over and Bex handed over the pizza.

      Maybe that would work.

      Maybe if they played some CastleDusk together it would help desensitize him to her.

      Online gaming seemed very mellow in comparison.

      He wouldn’t be able to spit on her for example.

      And if his brain turned into peanut butter and jelly, he could just unplug everything and blame it on the internet.

      Was his sister a genius?
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        * * *

      

      ANIKA

      

      “DAMMMNN! How did you know he was hiding in the haystack?”

      Anika chuckled. Maybe it shouldn’t thrill her that two preteen boys thought she was awesome, but it really did.

      “Just a lucky guess.”

      “One more?” one of her two teammates asked.

      They’d been playing for over an hour. She didn’t know anything about her randomly assigned teammates except that their voices were still pretty high and their swearing had that off-putting rhythm of people who weren’t sure how to swear yet.

      “Nah. It’s late,” she said, exiting to lobby and stretching her arms above her head. “Don’t you two have school in the morning?”

      There was some grumbling followed by a round of goodbyes.

      She wasn’t quite ready to be done. After all, she was an adult and she could stay up past her bedtime if she wanted.

      As she debated whether to jump into a solo battle or another team with new randos, a notification slid across her television screen.

      “ProbablyHungryAgain4650 wants to be my friend.” She smiled at the name and accepted the request, hoping it was Steve.

      After a minute his avatar loaded on her screen and a deep voice came through her headset. “How was the pizza?”

      “Amazing.”

      His chuckle rumbled through the other end and did something funny to her chest. “You want to party up?”

      “You’re not going to run away from me like I’m trying to sign you up for my life changing seaweed wraps?” she asked.

      He barked a laugh that heated her chest and made her smile.

      “I don’t think I’ve actually run from you⁠—”

      “Sprinted, actually. Like an Olympian.”

      His laughter deepened and made her grin.

      “Didn’t know you were paying that close attention to me,” he said and cleared his throat.

      “Shut up,” she mumbled. “You wanna shoot some dudes with me?”

      “More than anything.”
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