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      There’s only one girl in the world for me. She’s three feet of boundless energy and blonde pigtails. But when Sophie walks into my bar, I know my life is about to change.

      

      Beautiful though damaged, she needs my help. And I can’t say no.

      

      She was there for me during my darkest hour. The warm comfort that got me through to the light of day. But when morning came she was gone.

      

      Second time around, I’m on my guard. Fighting an attraction so strong, it’s like fighting the laws of gravity.

      

      I can’t fall for her. I have to protect my heart, and that of my little girl.

      

      Because history has a habit of repeating itself. And I won’t be burned again.

      

      But she’s becoming the one thing I can’t resist.

      

      We’re just two broken souls fighting the forces of nature and the inevitable fall. Will gravity win, or will we be torn apart?

    

  


  
    
      grav-i-ty: the force that attracts a body toward the center of the earth, or toward any other physical body having mass.
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      Kade

      

      The stale air of the bar mixes with the scent of cheap perfume and beer, and my stomach lurches as I shoot back my seventh shot of bourbon.

      An unfamiliar melody plays from the stage behind me, a woman’s soft, raspy voice, her tragic lyrics like a knife twisting into my already bleeding heart.

      “Another one?” the bartender asks, raising a brow at me.

      I nod, even though I know it’ll take more than alcohol to burn away my demons tonight. And at some point, I’m going to have to find a place to sleep. This isn’t Port Clover where the nearest hotel is a good forty minutes away. Whatever shitty little town I’ve ended up in, it isn’t likely to have a five-star hotel nearby.

      “You have a place to crash around here?” I ask.

      The bartender nods and says over the music, “If you’re heading east, there’s a Motor Inn off of I-90 ten minutes down the road.”

      It’ll have to do, because there’s no way I’m sobering up enough to drive home tonight. Not that anyone is expecting me back for a couple more days. They knew why I went to Chicago. And they knew what I’d probably find.

      A shiver rolls down my spine as the image of my wife’s lifeless face floats in front of my vision like an unwanted ghost. Fuck, maybe I’ve already had too much to drink. I blink hard, fingers tugging at my hair as I stare blankly into my empty glass.

      Nothing, not even four years of not seeing the woman, knowing she was somewhere strung out on some cocktail of drugs, could have prepared me for the moment the coroner pulled that white sheet back.

      My chest squeezes painfully and I dig my palms into my eyes, wishing there was some way to erase the memory.

      I down the new shot the bartender puts in front of me, glaring at my cell when it buzzes. Zee St. James’ number pops up on the screen for the sixth time tonight. Of all the people in the world, he’s the last person I want to speak to right now. I’ve forgiven him for what he did, and even gave him my fucking blessing to marry my little sister, but some nightmares need to be faced alone, without another man’s guilt to sink you lower.

      The song ends and there's a small applause before a track of Wild Irish’s Gravity comes on the speakers. I grunt at the irony of the lyrics.

      I tried to walk away, tried to do what’s right, but ever since the day you walked into my life, you’ve been my gravity. Your love is like gravity. You keep me grounded so we can fly.  

      Rubbing the back of my neck, I can’t help but let my mind wander back to the early years. I know now that even then our relationship was a lie. Ana had never wanted me. She’d been after Zee the entire time, settling for second best, before realizing I’d never be enough. But right now, I feel like there’s been a fundamental break in the natural order of things. Like I’m floating in some altered reality that doesn’t make sense.

      I was supposed to be Ana’s anchor, but I failed her. There was no gravity pulling us together. If anything, I was like the opposite side of a magnet, repelling her every time I tried to get close.

      I’m not burned enough to think that’s the only way love works, but I know I’ll never put my heart through that torture ever again.

      “You have that order for table five?” a woman asks as she approaches the bar, placing a tray on the counter beside me. It’s her voice that catches my attention, the same soft rasp that had been singing a few moments before.

      She’s good.

      A hell of a lot better than the talent I get Friday and Saturday nights at Savages and Saints.

      Only a few inches away, she’s not touching me, but with the heat that comes off her body, she might as well be. And her scent — it swirls around me, a mix of apple blossoms and vanilla. A complete contradiction to this place and my current mood.

      I tilt my head and study her from the corner of my eye. Chunky blonde bangs cover her forehead, the rest of her hair has been twisted up in a messy bun, with a couple purple streaks falling loosely across her cheeks.

      The black tank top with the words Cat & Fiddle Pub bedazzled over her breasts, paired with ripped jeans that hug her hips and ass, show off all her feminine curves. When I glance up at her face, hazel eyes are watching me, and there’s a mix of curiosity and heat in her gaze. Her lips curve up slightly, exposing a dimple in her right cheek.

      She’s got the whole girl-next-door look about her, but with a double dose of trouble. And while there’s no denying she’s hot, the last thing I should be thinking about is how fucking smooth her sun-kissed skin would feel pressed against my body.

      Shit. I’ve definitely had one too many shots, because I learned a long time ago the dangers of thinking with my cock. And yet, for some reason, it’s a current painful reminder that I haven’t had any action in a very long time.

      “You new around here?” she asks.

      Jesus, that voice. Smooth, velvety. I can imagine it purring my name as I’m buried deep inside of her.

      I rub the back of my neck and try to pull my gaze away, but after eight, or was it nine shots? I’m finding it very difficult not to be pulled into the warmth of the woman’s smile. It lights up the whole goddamn bar like a match in a dark room.

      Sober the hell up, asshole.  

      Even before Ana, meaningless sex was never my style. But then, I’m in no position for a relationship right now either, at least until my daughter is grown. I won’t put her through a string of random women coming in and out of our lives. She’s already had enough uncertainty in her life.

      “Just passing through,” I say, shifting in my seat and turning my attention to the wall of liquor in front of me.

      “Lucky you,” she mumbles while loading the drinks the bartender puts in front of her onto her tray, then walking away.

      When the bartender eyes me, I point to my glass for another drink. Fuck the motel, I’ll sleep in my truck if I have to. My parents are watching Lola, and I’ll have enough time to go home and shower before picking her up.

      What I need tonight is to forget. With booze, not sex, my brain warns, despite the hard on that’s pressing painfully against my jeans as I watch from the mirror above the bar as the blonde make her rounds. When she bends over to place drinks on a table, getting a perfect view of her ass, a small groan rumbles in my throat.

      One of the guys at the table slings a stalky arm around her waist and pulls her to his side, saying something that has his two meathead friends roaring in laughter. She swats his hand away, but her forced smile never falters. At least not until she catches my gaze in the mirror, watching her.

      I don’t look away, even though I know I should. Her chest rises like she’s sucking in a deep breath, and I swear to God we hold a silent conversation in those few seconds. Want. Lust. Need. They reach out amidst the distance between us, teasing and tantalizing like a wicked game that will only end one way — with her in my bed.

      Heat blisters.

      Scorches.

      And a longing to possess her, even for just one night, consumes me. I know it’s only the alcohol mixed with countless years of abstinence, but it doesn’t make my arousal any less painful.  

      I’m not sure how long she stands there, frozen, or rather on fire with the way her cheeks turn red, but it’s long enough for one of the dickhead’s friends to slap her ass, making her jump and breaking our moment.

      I’m about to push my chair back, defend her honor and all that shit, but she turns on the guy so quick he leans back in his chair far enough that I think he might fall backwards. I don’t hear what she says, but it has the guy’s face turning a thousand shades of crimson, and even his buddies look taken aback.

      When she turns around again, she doesn’t meet my gaze. She keeps her chin down and moves on to the next table, out of my line of sight.

      If it was my bar, I’d kick all three of them out on their asses for how handsy they were with her. But it’s not my problem, and this isn’t my bar.

      My cell rings, Zee’s name popping up again. With a sigh, I answer it, knowing he won’t stop calling until I pick up. Better to rip the proverbial bandage off now rather than later.

      “Don’t need you checking up on me,” I mutter into the phone, pinching the bridge of my nose. “I’m fine.”

      It’s a lie and I know he knows it.

      I can almost hear the guilt in his heavy breathing on the other end of the phone. Guilt he has no right feeling. He may have fucked up and slept with my wife when he was too high to know the sky from the goddamn ground, but I’m the one that knew they were both spiraling out of control — and I’d done nothing.  I’d preferred to live in my own altered reality where the woman I loved and my best friend weren’t junkies who cared more about their next fix than they did about me.

      The difference between Zee and Ana is he hit rock bottom and managed to climb his way out of the hole he’d dug himself into.

      Zee clears his throat. “So...was it...?”

      I know what he’s asking. What I haven’t confirmed. “Yeah. It was her.”

      Not that I’d recognized the frail, skeleton-like frame of the woman lying on the cold, steel table. Her natural dark blonde hair had been bleached and fried, cut short around her gaunt, lifeless face. She’d seemed to age twenty years in the time she’d been gone. If it hadn’t been for the small tattoo she’d gotten on the inside of her left wrist after Lola was born, the one with our daughter’s birthday etched in dark purple ink, I would have denied it was her.  

      Fuck. I rub the back of my neck and squeeze my eyes closed. What the hell am I going to tell Lola? She’s almost six now, old enough to start asking questions about her mom. Old enough to understand that the woman abandoned us both in search of her next high.

      “I should hate her.” My words are slurred, even I can hear it. “Can’t though. Just feel fucking sorry for her.”

      Hell, it’s not even loss that I feel. It’s something deeper, something that threatens to strangle me. Like hope has been sucked from my soul. I’m just empty.

      Jesus, I need to stop drinking before they rewrite the definition of angst with my name in the opening paragraph.

      There’s a short hesitation on the line before Zee says, “You’ve been drinking.” There’s no judgement, only concern in his voice. But unlike him, I’m not an addict. I may own a bar, but I hardly ever drink, and when I do, I don’t get drunk. At least, not since Lola. Not until tonight.

      “Pretty sure I deserve a small reprieve from adulting today. One night. You can give me that.”

      He exhales a low, uneven breath. “Just wish you would have let me go with you.”

      “I said I’m fine.”

      Silence.

      The pretty little blonde has come back to the bar, but those deep, soulful, hazel eyes remain fixed on the task in front of her, filling her tray with drinks. Sexy doesn’t even begin to describe the woman. She’s got this pull about her, a special something that no doubt has every straight male in the building unable to avert his gaze away.

      Or maybe it’s just been too many damn years since I’ve been laid. I’ve never touched another woman since Ana left. Couldn’t. Not while I was still technically married. Maybe that makes me a schmuck, or a pathetic loser, but in all honesty, I’d been too wrapped up in taking care of Lola and my bar to think about screwing another woman. Okay, that’s not exactly true. Sure, I’d thought about it, on several occasions, but I never went through with it. I don’t need more complications in my life.

      So, I’m not sure why my cock has decided to be a bastard tonight of all nights.   

      “Where are you staying?” Zee asks, breaking through my thoughts.

      “I’ll find a place.”

      More damn silence and sighing. Then he says, “Just don’t drive if you’re drinking—”

      “I’m not an idiot,” I say a little too loudly, causing the blonde to give me a side glance and frown. I scowl back, and she rolls her eyes, then walks away, her tray full again.

      Typically, I’m not an asshole. But tonight I’m pretty sure I deserve a pass.

      Although she doesn’t know that.

      Not that I owe her an explanation. But for some reason, I feel like I do. Along with a hundred and one other things I’d like to do to her.

      Alcohol-induced insanity, the small portion of my brain that still holds a coherent thought says.

      “Kade?” My sister’s voice comes on the line, and I say a silent curse under my breath to Zee for giving her the phone. “How are you holding up?”

      “Fucking perfect,” I mutter.

      “Okay,” she says softly, which in Quinn language means I’m going to have a full-on intervention when I get home. “You know we love you.”

      Yeah. Probably the only thing that’s gotten me through the past few days. My family. And Lola. She deserves at least one parent who can hold their shit together. Which, at the moment, I’m doing a terrible job of.

      “I’ll be home tomorrow,” I say.

      “Where are you?”

      “Some little hick town in Pennsylvania.” At least I think that’s where I am. I hadn’t exactly been in the best mindset since leaving Chicago.

      She sighs. “Just...be safe.”

      I let out a low, uneven breath, and after several more minutes trying to convince her that I’m not on the verge of a mental breakdown, I hang up and tell the bartender to bring me the bill. Despite every attempt not to look for her, my gaze wanders across the bar for the blonde. My body aches to surrender to the pull of her sweet little body.

      “She’s gone,” the guy says when he places my check in front of me. He leans on the counter, tatted arms resting in front of him. There’s a slight twitch to his jaw. “You’re lucky Charlie didn’t catch you looking at her the way you were. He would have had your balls sautéed on a spit.”

      I don’t know who the hell Charlie is, but I know what he is  — trouble. I might be three sheets to the wind, but even hammered, with my balls aching for some sort of release, I’m not a masochist. Time to go back to my truck, and hope to God that I’ve drunk enough to dull the nightmares I know will come.
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      Sophie

      

      “God, that man is delicious.” Kristiann says as she leans against the far side of the bar, an empty tray propped on her hip.

      “Who?” I ask, pretending like I hadn’t noticed the intense, brooding, gorgeous man whose presence consumes the whole other side of the room.

      Even before I’d seen his face, I’d felt the pull. Broad shoulders, with muscles that rippled underneath the thin cotton of his shirt. I’d watched the dark-haired stranger from the stage as I finished my set.

      Being allowed to perform for an hour every Friday and Saturday night is the only reason I put up with this job, and the drunks who think that giving me a lousy one-dollar tip gives them the right to grab my ass.

      Assholes.

      “You’re trying to tell me you didn’t notice the insanely gorgeous man who’s been staring at you all night,” Kristiann says, chuckling, as she moves aside so I can put my tray of empty beer bottles and dirty glasses on the side of the bar, a knowing grin tugging at her lips.

      I shake my head. But from the corner of my eye, I catch a glimpse of the dark-haired stranger at the bar. I’m not one of those romantic fools who believe in love at first sight, but there’s something about the man that pulls me to him. Like my own tortured soul is mirrored in his gaze.

      Kristiann keeps grinning at me. “I saw the way you were looking at him.”

      And the way he looked at me. A small shiver of want ripples in my belly at the memory. The intensity of those dark eyes looking through the mirror had pinned me in place where I stood.

      But the look wasn’t predatorial, like I’m used to. Sure, it was full of heat, desire, and lust, but there was also something deeper, something almost sad in his gaze.

      Something broken.

      Something that had my heart beating a little too quickly, causing a million butterflies to take flight in my chest. Because I understood the pain that flashed in those dark eyes better than anyone.

      I’d recognized the loss I’d seen there.

      Noah, my heart still beats the sound of his name. Noah. Noah. Noah.  

      My chest constricts in pain, and I breathe through the anxiety that rises in my throat, stealing the oxygen from my lungs. Four years has done nothing to ease the ache when I allow myself to step out of the numbness I’ve surrounded myself in.

      Thankfully, Kristiann is so caught up in the dark stranger at the bar, she doesn’t seem to notice.

      “You need someone to help you get out of this funk you’re in. How long has it been, anyways?”

      Way too long. And my body had thrummed with pent-up sexual frustration after the way broody guy’s gaze roamed down my body like a harsh, demanding touch that went straight to my core.

      But the last guy I’d gone out on a date with ended up in the emergency department with two black eyes and several broken ribs. It was a warning, not meant for the poor bastard who’d suffered the consequences, but for me.

      “Sex isn’t on my radar right now,” I mumble, placing the empties in the cases, but I can’t help but let my gaze roam back to the profile of the stranger, or breathing out the small sigh that escapes my lips.  

      “Right.” Kristiann chuckles and shakes her head.

      “I’m serious. I’ve got enough to deal with.” Like getting the hell out of this town. “I don’t need a man to complicate things.”

      My life is already complicated enough.

      “I’m not saying you have to marry the guy, but you deserve a little fun. So, why not have it with a total stranger who won’t even remember your name tomorrow?”

      My core clenches at the thought. It’s been so damn long since I’ve allowed a man to touch me. And even though the men in this town have no qualms about flirting with me when I’m here working, most won’t give me a second glance outside the bar.

      And for good reason. I’ve been labeled damaged goods with a crazy ex-husband willing to spend a night in jail to make sure no one goes near me.

      If I’m ever going to get laid again, I’m either going to have to leave this shithole of a town, or find a stranger to share my bed.

      “Come on, Sophie.” Kristiann places her hand on my shoulders and shifts my body so that I have a perfect view of the man. “Look at him. Tell me that guy wouldn’t rock an orgasm out of you with one touch.”

      I chuckle and shake my head at her. “You’re terrible.”

      “But I’m right.” Her grin is infectious. “You need this.”

      No. What I need is another eight hundred dollars to pay for the old Honda Civic I’ve been saving for. Once I have the money, I’m leaving this place without a second glance.

      I haven’t told Kristiann my plans. Haven’t told anyone. Not that I think she’d say anything to Charlie, but I don’t want to give him any reason to come after her, or anyone else, when he finds me gone.

      “Your shift’s done,” she says. “But if you don’t want him, I’ll go for a ride.”

      I roll my eyes. “Speaking of rides, can you drive me home tonight?”

      “If you want to wait around, be my guest. But I can think of other ways you could be spending your time.” She nods at the beautiful man across the room from us.

      “Not happening,” I say.

      She shrugs, then her lips grow thin as she looks over my shoulder toward the entrance.

      “Shit. Charlie’s here,” she says.

      Feeling his gaze bore into the back of my skull, I turn slowly. His presence fills the bar like a hot, sticky fog that sends prickles of warning racing across my skin. As soon as my gaze meets his, he gives a harsh nod towards the door, ushering me outside.

      Shit.

      I grab my purse, then weave around the tables, steeling my spine as I push through the front door.

      “You ignoring me?” he growls out, grabbing my arm roughly and pulling me into the shadows.

      I suck in a breath from the intimacy he imposes, his large body hovering over me, backing me against the wall. Long, dark blond hair frames his jaw that’s covered in weeks’ worth of whiskers.

      “We’re over, Charlie. You can’t keep showing up at my work.”

      “I may have signed those damn divorce papers, but you still belong to me. Or have you forgotten?”

      I suck in another shaky breath, knowing the hold he has over me. The memories he stole. Anger rushes through me.

      “Let me go.”

      “Never, little bird.” He leans closer, his other hand gripping my chin, forcing me to look at him. Blue eyes so feral and consuming, I can’t control the goosebumps that skate across my arms.

      To think that I once loved this man. That I believed he would protect me.

      “You’re hurting me,” I say, standing still, knowing fighting him will only make him tighten his hold. I have no doubt I’ll have bruises already from his grip.

      I’ve heard people say that all men want is sex, but they’re wrong. Sure, it’s the one thing that consumes their thoughts, but it’s dominance they’re really after. Power and ownership over another person.

      Control.

      I clench my back teeth and harden my gaze. I know it’s more than just money he thinks I owe him. But I can’t, won’t, give him what he wants.

      With a harsh breath, he releases my chin and rakes his rough knuckles across my cheek. For a second, his expression is almost tender.

      Almost.

      Because there’s nothing tender about the man. Not anymore. Not for a very long time.

      “You owe me, darling.” His words are filled with hidden meaning, and his lips curl up in what might be a smile if there wasn’t so much cruelty in his eyes. “I’ve come to collect.”

      I borrowed twelve hundred dollars last month to help Kristiann pay for her son’s insulin and medical bills. Taking money from Charlie wasn’t the smartest decision I’ve ever made, but I had to help.

      Noah, my heart beats.

      “If I can pay you back in installments—”

      Charlie moves closer, his hot breath on my cheek. “You know it’s not money I want.”

      A shiver slices down my spine. Looking at him now, I don’t see any trace of the man I once knew.

      Anger and bitterness rule him now.

      He’s dangerous.

      Possessive.

      And I know what he wants — every single inch of me.

      Which is why I have to get out of this town before he consumes me whole.
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      Kade

      

      After I struggle to tap my password on the credit card machine, paying my outrageous bill and realizing that I seriously undercharge at Savages and Saints, I stumble out of the bar.

      The cool air that hits my face is sobering. That, and the sound of arguing coming from the dumpster around the corner.

      “You’re going to get me fired.” The rasp of the woman’s voice is familiar, but instead of the soft melody from earlier, it’s full of fear.

      And there it is — trouble. I should have known it was coming. This is why I don’t drink. At least, not like this, to the point where my self-preservation switch is turned off. Because trouble always lurks around every corner. It’s one of those universal rules — at least in the world I live in — so I’m not sure why it always surprises me whenever it rears its ugly head.

      “You wouldn’t need to work that shitty job if you did what I want.” The man’s shoulders are broad, giving me only a glimpse of the woman’s small frame, but it’s enough that I can see he has her backed against the wall. “I can take care of you—”

      “Let me go.” When she tries to move around him, he wraps a large hand around her upper arm and jerks her back. She doesn’t make a sound, but I see her face clearly now, and what I see is fear.

      “Hey, dickhead!” I yell, wishing to God I was sober for the fight I know is coming.

      But hell, maybe a fight is exactly what I need.

      I can’t take my frustration out on the one person who deserves it; she’s dead, gone. And my fists itch to break something, anything, so why not this asshole’s face? I’d be doing the woman a favor, while releasing my anger on a deserving victim.

      “Walk away if you know what’s good for you.” The man doesn’t even turn around, but I see the muscles in his back tense. I’m a big guy, but he’s got at least two inches on me and a good twenty pounds of muscle.

      Fuck, why the hell did I have those last half dozen shots?

      This is not going to end well. But, as drunk as I am, I’m not walking away. Savage men don’t back down from a fight, and they sure as hell don’t stand by when someone is in trouble.

      “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?” I almost laugh when I say it, because it’s so damn cliché. But with the copious amounts of alcohol running through my system, I’m lucky I have enough brain cells left to stay standing.

      The man turns then, and I realize that I probably won’t be standing for long.

      “Need to mind your own business, man,” he says, his inked fingers curling into fists, making the veins in his tatted forearms pop.

      As he starts towards me, his image sways between two and three Charlie-Hunnam-looking dudes. Or rather, Charlie Hunnam on steroids in season three of Sons of Anarchy.

      “Leave him alone, Charlie,” the woman says, and I actually chuckle then. He really is Charlie.

      Yeah, I’m drunk.

      Removing the remaining few feet between us, the guy grabs me by the collar of my shirt. “Something funny, jackass?”

      You know those moments when you hear yourself say something and you know you’ll just end up with a fist being slammed in your face? Yeah, I get that feeling right before I mutter, “Just your ugly mug.”

      Thirty years old, and in that moment it still seems funny to me — until the predicted fist pulls back to take a shot.

      But you don’t grow up with three brothers and Zee St. James as your best friend without developing ninja-like reflexes. Okay, that’s probably a slight exaggeration, but I’m quick enough to duck, causing him to swing wildly.

      His second shot clips me on the jaw, but I manage to stay standing even though the world blurs momentarily.

      “Stop it!” the woman yells before doing something incredibly stupid. She comes between us and shoves at the man’s barrel-like chest. I try to pull her behind me, but she shrugs me off, pushing him again. “Just get out of here before I call the cops.”

      His right eye twitches, and his lips curl back over his teeth when he glares at me. Then, his attention drops back to the woman, and he snarls out, “Get me that money. One week. Or I’ll be collecting another way.”

      The threat is full of hidden meaning, and I have an idea what other ways he would be collecting. My fists itch to strike out at him. To remove the smug look off his face when he glances back at me.

      He points at me. “Get between us again, and I’ll sign your death certificate myself.”

      “Charlie,” she says. “Leave now.”

      I can tell it takes all his strength not to stay and fight me, but after a few intense moments where I’m pretty sure he’s plotted how to hide my mutilated body, the man finally turns and stalks away. And I realize I was wrong about the guy. He’s more than trouble — he’s dangerous.

      The woman’s shoulders drop and she lets out a heavy sigh as the engine of the guy’s bike roars to life and he speeds off into the darkness.

      When she turns back to me, it isn’t the expected gratefulness I see in her eyes. It’s incredulity. “Are you insane?”

      “Apparently.” I rub my aching jaw. “Crazy for thinking I’d get some kind of thank you for putting my ass on the line.”

      She blinks up at me, then shakes her head. “He would have killed you.”

      “You’d rather I let him threaten you?”

      “I was fine. He wouldn’t have...” She looks away. “He wouldn’t have hurt me.”

      I glance down at the red marks he left on her arm and raise a brow. “Looks like he already did.”

      Instinctively, she places her hand over the spot, and I have no doubt that whoever he is to her, this isn’t the first time he’s left bruises.

      I give a small shake of my head. That damn white knight complex that’s usually my brother Damon’s deal has gotten me into enough trouble tonight.

      And yet, I’m finding it damn near impossible to walk away.

      “Do you want me to call you a cab?” she asks, shivering when a cool gust of wind blows around us.

      “I’ve got my truck.”

      “You shouldn’t drive,” she says, frowning at me.

      No shit, I want to mutter. Instead, I turn and say over my shoulder as I walk towards my Ford pickup, “I’m not driving. I’ll sleep here until I’m sober.”

      “You can’t sleep here.” There’s a hint of panic in her voice and I can hear her footsteps on the gravel behind me.

      I stop and spin towards her, but she’s following too close behind and isn’t ready for my sudden movement. She bumps into my chest. Instinctively, I reach out to steady her, my hands falling on her shoulders, the skin warm and inviting under my palms.

      Too damn close.

      A groan rumbles in my throat at the contact.

      The adrenaline caused by almost having my head smashed in by the Sons of Anarchy lookalike has completely killed my buzz. Yeah, I’m still drunk, but I’m sober enough to know I need to walk away from the pretty hazel eyes that look up at me like they’re digging into the very recesses of my soul.

      Walk away.

      But I don’t.

      “Why not?” I ask, not releasing her. It’s like my damn hands are crazy glued to her arms, like some magnetic force is keeping them there, and she does nothing to pull away.

      Her throat bobs as she swallows, her gaze trained on my mouth. “Wh-what?”

      “Why can’t I sleep here?” I say steadily, despite the ache in my balls, and the way my cock is now pressed painfully against my jeans.

      “I don’t think Charlie will come back,” she finally says. “But if he does, you shouldn’t be here.”

      “I’m not afraid of your boyfriend.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “Good.”

      She holds my gaze. And once again I’m pulled into a silent conversation where reality and rules don’t seem to matter. It’s carnal and intense...

      And maybe I’m not as sober as I thought I was.

      I rub the back of my neck and glance away, breaking the connection.

      “There’s a motel down the road. If you give me your keys, I can drive you there,” she offers softly, her words filled with uncertainty. “It’s where I’m headed.”

      I can’t tell what she’s offering. Hell, I’m not even sure she knows herself. But the thought of her, me, and a damn motel room is a temptation I’m not sure I can resist. Not tonight.

      And why not? It’s not like I’ll ever see the woman again.  

      Bad fucking idea. And yet, it’s probably the best one I’ve had in a really long time.

      I let my hands slide down her arms slowly, reveling in the softness of her skin against my callused palms, and she makes a small sound in the back of her throat.

      Her gaze drops to my mouth again, and that damn pull I’d felt earlier is back. It has me leaning closer, wanting to taste those sweet lips.

      “You have a room at the motel?” I ask, curious why she’d be headed there.

      Red creeps up her neck. “It’s cheap rent.”

      I don’t judge. There were a couple years back when I was trying to run Savages and Saints while raising a toddler, when I wasn’t sure if I would be able to afford to pay the next mortgage bill.

      She must interpret my silence for rejection, because she takes a step back. “You don’t have to come in. I just...I just thought it’d be safer than staying here.” The words tumble from her lips, quickly, like she’s trying to backpedal. “And I owe you, for helping me. I’m sure there’s a room available, if Bobby hasn’t closed the front desk by now. But if you’d rather stay here, then—”

      “No.” I pull out my keys and hand them to her. “A bed sounds a hell of a lot better than sleeping in my truck.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Her bottom lip is pulled between her teeth and she chews on it, like she’s just as damn nervous and uncertain about this as I am.

      Because it’s a really bad idea.

      But I’m past the point of thinking with my head. Past wanting to do the right thing.

      I get in the truck, watching as she adjusts the seat and sticks the key in the ignition. Her hands tremble when she puts the vehicle into first gear and the truck lurches forward.

      “You have driven stick before?”

      Even in the shadows, I can see her cheeks turn crimson. “Of course.”

      When she pulls out onto the two-lane highway, her movements are smoother, but only slightly.

      We drive in silence, which I’m grateful for, because as much as the good guy in me wants to ask her questions about herself, I know the less we know about each other the better.

      Ten minutes later, she pulls to a stop in front of a decrepit, flat-roofed inn.

      “This is it.” Putting the truck in park, she turns off the ignition and hands me the keys, that damn lip pulled between her teeth again. She doesn’t meet my gaze, just nods at the darkened windows of the office, and the no vacancy sign. “Looks like you’re out of luck.”

      “I can sleep here.”

      She lets out a nervous breath. I can tell she’s second guessing her decision to bring me here, and her voice catches when she says, “If you want to come in...”  Her throat bobs on a swallow and she glances out the window. “I’m not very good at this.”

      I give a small chuckle and rub the back of my neck. “Neither am I.”

      She looks at me then, and I can tell she doesn’t believe me.

      But what the hell am I supposed to say? Hey, I haven’t had sex in almost six years, isn’t exactly the best pick-up line.

      I take her hand in mine, lacing her small, delicate fingers in my much bigger ones. It’s intimate. Probably too intimate for what I want to do to her.

      “You can come in,” she says softly.

      “You’re sure?”

      She chews on her bottom lip and nods, my own desire mirrored in her eyes. “Not really. But...I need this.”

      That I understand. The need to get lost in something, in someone, to forget how shitty life is.

      I know what a fucking bad decision it is. If she knew where I’d just come from, that I’d just had to identify my wife’s body and sign it over to the Chicago morgue, I doubt she’d look at me the way she is now.

      Her gaze is a contradiction of uncertainty and lust. Her breasts rise and fall on quick breaths as I shift in my seat, lean over and cup her jaw, turning her face to mine.

      I brush my lips against hers, testing, and I feel some of her tension melt away. I sweep my tongue into her mouth, and she lets out a little moan, a sound that goes straight to my balls, unleashing the desire I’d been struggling to hold back.  

      The kiss I give her is hard, demanding, giving into the hunger, taking more than I’m sure she’s ready to give. My hands are on her body, needing to touch her, to feel her. I’m not even sure if I’m the one who pulls her onto my lap, or if she shifts from the driver’s seat herself, but she straddles me, her fingers in my hair, weaving, pulling, like she’s just as desperate as I am to lose myself in the pleasure of our bodies.

      I pull back, stopping myself, knowing if I don’t I’ll end up fucking her right here in the parking lot of this shitty little motel where anyone can see us.

      “Shit. Sorry,” I say roughly.

      Her lips are swollen from my kiss, her cheeks flushed. “I...want this.”

      She’s a stranger. But like a gravitational force, I’m drawn to the woman.

      Maybe it’s the alcohol. Or that I haven’t been with a woman since Ana left. But I know there’s no denying what our bodies need.

      Like a starved man, I take.

      My mouth is back on hers, and I struggle with the door handle, not willing to release her even to get out of the damn truck.

      The door to her motel room is only a few feet away from where we parked, and when she pulls a key card from her back pocket, I take it from her, holding her against me as I fumble to get the door open.

      We spill inside the musty-smelling room, and I kick the door shut, hoping it latches automatically, because I can’t be bothered with the lock right now. Not when her body molds to mine, offering everything.

      “Condom?” I mutter, my mouth on hers.

      “Drawer,” she says breathlessly, her hands skating under my shirt, movements just as desperate as mine.  

      Greedy.

      Hungry.

      Reckless.

      I devour every innocent whimper, reveling in the wide-eyed gaze she gives me as I undress her, taste her, and finally take her. It’s quick. Hard. And she cries out as I thrust inside her.

      Her fingers dig into my flesh, and I see a grimace of pain flash across her features.

      Shit. I’m being too rough. But it’s been too damn long.

      “Sorry.” I press my forehead to hers, giving her time to adjust to my size.

      “I’m...okay.” Her voice is shaky.

      I kiss her jaw, her neck, her shoulder as I find her nipple and twirl it beneath my thumb, then lower my mouth to her other breast.

      “You sure?”

      “Yes.” Her pussy clenches around me and she lets out a small whimper.

      Jesus, it takes all my strength not to spill myself inside her.  

      “Too damn long,” I murmur against her lips, trying to control the primal hunger that drives me to take her without inhibitions. I almost forgot how good it felt to be inside a woman. To feel the connection of flesh against flesh. “Hard to hold back.”

      “Don’t.” Each word is strained with need. “Hold. Back.”

      I don’t. Can’t.

      My kiss is rough, sucking the air from her lungs, fingers knotting in her hair. Nothing about the way I take her is gentle. Her legs hook around my thighs and she pulls me against her, taking each of my thrusts with small pleasure-filled gasps.

      Seconds. Minutes. Hours. Time doesn’t exist. Only this.

      And I surrender to it.

      Her moans rise with her release. And the orgasm that rips through my body is a rapturous burst of sensation that leaves every one of my muscles shuddering.

      Face buried in the crook of her neck, I can’t move. Not sure I ever want to.

      My God, the woman has me undone.

      So fucking good. And I want more.

      Alcohol-induced insanity, that small voice in my head warns.

      After tomorrow, I’ll probably never see the woman again. And I know it’s for the best, because I have nothing else to give her but this night.

      “You okay?” I murmur against her ear.

      She gives a small nod.   

      When I finally find the strength, I roll over, the mattress creaking with my weight. I know I should say something, do something, but as soon as I discard the condom and lay back in the bed beside her, the weight of sleep drags me quickly into its dark oblivion.  

      I don’t open my eyes again until morning sunlight is bright enough to burn through the back of my lids. My cock is already hard and desperate for another taste of last night’s pursuits.

      One more taste, my body hums. But when I stretch and reach beside me, I only feel rumpled sheets.

      I sit up, the rundown motel room unblurring as I blink and rub my aching temples. Through a slit in the yellowed curtains, I can see my truck parked outside.  My clothes are discarded on the floor, but there’s no sign of the woman, nothing in the room that validates she was ever here.

      The drawers are empty, the bathroom cleaned out, not even one of the mini-sized soaps are left.

      She’s gone.

      And I realize that I don’t even know her name.
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