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      MALAKAI

      The old Donovan warehouse sat brooding over the Coogan's Break historic district, a forgotten monument to California's gold rush days. In running my hand along the rough-hewn blocks, I could feel the hard graft that had gone into this place. Its stone walls, while weathered, were still solid after more than a century and a half, harking back to a time when things were built to last.

      Ethan Hunter, my boss and the owner of Lucky Break Construction, joined me at the front of the building. "What do you think, Mal?" His practiced eye was already cataloging structural issues, the way mine scanned for security vulnerabilities.

      "Good bones," I admitted, though my attention kept drifting to the sounds coming from inside the warehouse. Footsteps, the scrape of something heavy being moved, and what might have been cursing in a feminine voice.

      "The owner's already here," said Daemon, checking his watch. "We're right on time." This was something of a miracle when it came to Daemon, with his dating proclivities regularly seeing him stuck in bed. Often because he'd been handcuffed to the headboard.

      Tyler nodded toward the main entrance. "Should we knock, or just head in?"

      Before anyone could answer, the question became moot. The heavy wooden door swung open, and I forgot how to breathe. Sure, I'd had a look around the woman's website just out of habit, but nothing could have prepared me for the vision confronting me.

      She was covered in dust from head to toe, with streaks through her long, dark hair, smudges across her cheeks, and what looked like a century of grime coating her faded jeans and a t-shirt that was just as filthy. She should have looked like a mess.

      Instead, all I could think about was how much I wanted to clean her up.

      Take my time.

      Use my tongue.

      Christ, where the hell had that come from?

      Damn it, the last thing I needed in my life was a distraction as gorgeous as this one. Any loss of focus wouldn't just affect me; it could affect those around me, including her.

      "You must be the Lucky Break team," she said, wiping her hands on a rag that was doubtless dirtier than her palms. "I'm Amelia Donovan. Sorry I'm a mess, but I was trying to get a proper look at the layout before you arrived."

      She extended a hand toward Ethan, and I watched her move with an unconscious grace that made my mouth go dry. There was something about her confidence, the way she owned this space despite looking like she'd been wrestling with it, that hit me right in the gut. Her open expression told me she'd never had to hide from anything or anyone in her life.

      And if that weren't enough, she was all woman with curves aplenty. Perhaps it was because I was a bit of a unit myself, but I liked a woman with some meat on her bones. No chance of my breaking her when things get heated.

      When things get heated? Don't you mean if, Mal?

      Sheesh, the very thought was enough to have me shoving my hands in my pockets for fear I'd give myself away.

      "Ethan Hunter," said my very married boss, shaking her hand without seeming to care about the dust transfer. "This is Daemon, Tyler, and Malakai."

      When she turned those dark eyes on me, I felt the impact like a physical blow. "Malakai Torres," I managed, relieved that my greeting came out steady.

      Her handshake was firm, no-nonsense, but I caught myself holding on a beat longer than necessary. Her skin was soft and warm beneath the grime, and I had to fight the urge to stroke my thumb across her knuckles.

      Get a grip, Torres. You're not in a position to be thinking about anything more than casual, and there's nothing casual about this woman.

      "So," said Ethan, breaking the moment, "I've seen your plans, but perhaps you'd like to tell us about your vision for the place."

      Amelia's face lit up, and the dust no longer mattered. She was beautiful when passionate, her hands moving as she described her plans for converting the warehouse into a mixed-use development. Something meaningful that was all about creation rather than destruction.

      "I want to keep the historical integrity while making it earthquake safe," she explained, leading us through the cavernous main floor. "Artists' studios and maker spaces down here, loft apartments upstairs. The stone construction is solid, but I know we'll need to bring everything up to current seismic standards."

      Ethan nodded, already pulling out his tablet to make notes. "These stone walls will handle the retrofit work, but we'll need to assess the internal support structure." He looked up at the exposed beams overhead. "I'm thinking steel reinforcement, modern anchoring systems. It's doable, but it won't be cheap."

      "I figured as much," said Amelia. "This place has been in my family for generations, but it's been sitting empty for decades. I decided it was time either to accept one of the offers or to do something with the place."

      "There's someone interested in buying?" I asked, unable to keep the surprise out of my voice. While the place might have good bones, it was one hell of an undertaking, especially when you considered the historic-preservation covenant the city's planning department had just slapped on the place.

      That this little piece of red tape hadn't been there when Ethan was contacted about the job was enough to have my instincts pinging. Something felt off, though I couldn't put my finger on what.

      "Yes," said Amelia. "There have been inquiries for years, but they've picked up of late. Nothing aggressive, just persistent." She shrugged. "But I'm not interested in selling. This place has too much history. Family history."

      I filed that information away. Persistent buyers and additional hoops to jump through right when she was ready to start the renovation? Might be a coincidence. But it might also be something else.

      As we moved through the building, I let the others focus on construction issues while I did what I did best. Assess threats and general security. The warehouse had too many entry points, windows at ground level, and sight lines that would be a challenge for off-the-shelf security equipment. But it wasn't just the building that had my attention.

      We were being watched.

      There was that familiar prickle between my shoulder blades that had saved my life more times than I could count during my government days. The spike in my cortisol was just as it had been back then, too.

      Damn it, I'd been so careful, never making too much noise, keeping within society's guidelines, always playing the part. And for what, to have some asshole pin me now. It was something that had me looking anywhere but at Amelia.

      If someone from my old life thought they could get to me through her, they wouldn't think twice. And if they thought that, they'd find out the hard way that I wouldn't back down in protecting the innocent.

      A sideways glance through the rippled glass of a large window to the street beyond told me that whoever they were, they weren't complete amateurs. If they had been, my experience was such that I'd have spotted them.

      "The top floor has amazing potential," said Amelia as we climbed the stairs. "I'm thinking of two-bedroom lofts with exposed brick and steel. Maybe six units total."

      I tuned back in, forcing myself to focus on the conversation while keeping part of my awareness on our surroundings. The woman knew her stuff, with every detail she mentioned showing careful thought and genuine passion for historical preservation.

      "What's your timeline?" asked Daemon.

      "I was hoping to start construction within the month," said Amelia. "The architectural plans are complete, and I'm expecting permits from the city any day now. I just need a contractor I can trust to do this right."

      As if on cue, there was a brief knock at the main door below. We all froze in response, listening as the initial knock was backed up with sharp, official-sounding raps. Whoever it was meant business. Could this be who I'd sensed earlier?

      No, that made no sense. For one thing, people from my past never announced their presence. Anything but.

      "Were you expecting someone?" asked Ethan, knowing as I did that everyone else from Lucky Break was busy on a home renovation on the other side of town.

      Amelia shook her head, already heading for the stairs. "No, but I'd better see who it is."

      We followed her back to the first floor, and I was unsure what to focus on. The way Amelia's ass looked in those jeans or the sinking sensation in my gut brought on by someone showing up unannounced.

      Experience told me coincidences were often anything but, and that right when we were discussing permits, there was a knock at the door. The timing was too convenient for me to be okay with it.

      Amelia opened the door to reveal a small weasel of a man in an ill-fitting suit, clipboard in hand and wearing an expression that screamed bureaucratic authority. However, when he saw Ethan, Tyler, Daemon, and me, his attitude dropped a notch.

      It even looked like he was about to bolt, but after a glance over his shoulder, he stepped forward. "Ms. Donovan? I'm Howard Pruitt from city planning. I'm here about your renovations."

      "Okay," said Amelia, the word drawn out. "But the permits have already been submitted, and I've been told they're under review."

      Pruitt made a show of consulting his clipboard. "Yes, well, that's what I'm here about. There seem to be some... complications with your application."

      I stepped closer, my protective instincts flaring. There was something about this guy's manner that set my teeth on edge, the way his eyes darted around, taking in everything while pretending to focus on the paperwork attached to his clipboard.

      "What complications?" asked Ethan, his voice carrying the edge of someone who'd dealt with city planning officials before.

      "Seismic retrofit requirements, that sort of thing," said Pruitt, addressing Ethan while shooting nervous glances at me and Tyler. "For a structure of this age and size, we're looking at extensive modifications. Steel reinforcement, complete strengthening of the foundations, updated electrical and plumbing to modern codes. I'd estimate you're looking at additional costs in the many hundreds of thousands."

      "The foundations?" Amelia's voice climbed. "I saw nothing in the building codes that would imply they needed work."

      Pruitt shrugged with practiced indifference. "Regulations change, Ms. Donovan. Safety is our primary concern." Then, not giving Amelia a chance to respond, he again focused on his paperwork as if searching for further obstacles.

      While he did so, I studied the man's body language, looking for chinks in his armor. I found them soon enough in the way he was avoiding eye contact, how his hands shook as he flipped through his papers. He was lying, or he'd expected Amelia to be on her own.

      "Could we get that assessment in writing?" I asked, stepping into his line of sight as I'd have done without thinking in my old life, anything to protect the asset. Except this wasn't a contract; this was personal.

      As close as I now was to the odious little bureaucrat, he had no option but to look up at me, something that had me standing even taller. "With specific code citations and engineering requirements?" I added only after he'd looked me in the eye.

      While I might not have been up to speed with building codes, I understood all too well how paper pushers in government departments worked.

      The effect was immediate. Pruitt took a half-step back, his Adam's apple bobbing as he swallowed hard. "I... well, that is... the full report will be available once the review committee has completed its assessment."

      "And when will that be?" pressed Amelia.

      "Hard to say. These things take time. Could be weeks, could be months," he said, taking another step back. "I just wanted to give you a heads-up about potential pitfalls. No point in proceeding if the numbers don't work for you."

      He appeared ready to add another impediment when a car horn began blaring outside. Long, insistent honks followed by a series of short blasts that echoed off the warehouse walls.

      As unexpected as the noise was in this quiet part of town, was watching Pruitt's reaction, with his face paling, and beads of sweat popping up on his top lip.

      "I... I have to go," he stammered, all pretense of official authority evaporating, the sniffling little creep showing himself out soon after.

      Despite this, the horn continued its demanding chorus, with Ethan and me moving to the nearest window to see what was up. It was a move that saw us blocking Amelia's view when she tried to peer around us.

      "That's an interesting car for a government employee," observed Ethan. "Old but in mint condition. The guy didn't strike me as a car fanatic."

      "What are you on about?" asked Amelia, still trying to get a clear look.

      "Your planning department friend's driving an eighties sedan that looks to be straight out of the showroom," I said over my shoulder. "Older woman in the passenger seat, silver hair. She appears pissed he's taking too long. She's the one leaning on the horn."

      Through the cacophony, Pruitt wrenched open the driver's door of the dark sedan, bringing the noise to an abrupt stop.

      "How old is she?" asked Amelia. "Like, are we talking 'take your grandmother to work day' or just a senior employee?" She'd then backed this up with, "Let me see."

      But by the time Ethan moved to the side to give her a clear view, the sedan had already pulled away with a screech of tires. Not that my mind was on that. With Amelia now peering out the window next to me, her perfume was wafting and tickling my nostrils. Well, them, and other parts of me further south.

      "What the hell was that all about?" muttered Tyler, waving his hand around the warehouse. This confirmed to me he wasn't talking about the visit in general, but rather the asshat's strange behavior and even stranger departure.

      Ethan ran a hand through his hair. "I'd say that was someone trying to scare Amelia off this project."

      "But why?" she asked, genuine confusion in her voice.

      "That's a good question," I said, turning to look back out the window, wondering if I'd see Pruitt and his mystery passenger come back this way. "And I think we need the answer."

      "You think he was lying about the requirements?" asked Amelia.

      "I think he's talking bullshit," said Ethan from behind us, his words blunt. "This place is a qualified historical building under the State Historical Building Code. Don't get me wrong, you'll need seismic upgrades, but there's no need to go to the expense of shoring up the foundations. Not with a building as solid as this one."

      Relief washed over Amelia's face. "So, this is still doable?"

      "Hell yes," confirmed Ethan. " We're talking maybe fifty, sixty thousand for a retrofit, not several hundred. The question is why someone wants you to think it isn't." After a quick scan of the central atrium, he again looked at Amelia. "Even so, we'll need to be all over costs and timelines to avoid any overruns."

      As I wondered about Pruitt's surprise visit and his attempts to stonewall Amelia, my mind was already working through possibilities. Someone had been trying to buy this property. Someone who might have connections in city planning. What if the same individual were prepared to manufacture obstacles to force a sale?

      I stared out the window for a moment longer, running through everything in my head before turning to face Amelia. "Those offers to buy this place, were they local?"

      She shook her head before answering. "I'm not sure. The offers always came through a lawyer, and when I asked who was interested in buying, I was told it was confidential."

      She paused, as if remembering something. "When I think about it, there was one time, maybe five years ago, when my great-aunt was still alive. She mentioned that some woman—a Maggie Pearson—had cornered her at the grocery store. Very polite, very proper, but persistent questions about whether our family might ever consider selling."

      "Maggie Pearson?" My voice sharpened.

      "My great-aunt said she remembered her from when they were young. Apparently, Maggie's from a prominent founding family, or something. But Aunt Rose said she was always a bit ... intense." Amelia paused, then added, "Intense enough that my aunt said the woman was on husband number three."

      After tidying my mustache without much thought, I asked her the other thing that was bothering me. "Has anyone in the planning department contacted you before today?"

      Again, Amelia shook her head. "All my dealings have been through the main office. I've never heard of this Pruitt guy."

      "I'll check him out," I said. "See if he's even legit."

      She turned to study me, those dark eyes seeing more than I wanted them to. "You think there's something wrong here."

      It wasn't a question, and I respected her for not pretending this was normal.

      "I think someone doesn't want you to renovate this building," I admitted. "And I think they're willing to play dirty to stop you."

      Next to us, Ethan stood staring up at the heavy wooden beams high overhead, not bothering to change his stance when he spoke. "So what do we do about it?"

      Amelia straightened her shoulders, and I saw steel beneath the dust and femininity. "For starters, we move forward with anything that doesn't require a permit. If someone thinks they can intimidate me into giving up my family's building, they're about to learn otherwise."

      The fierce determination in her voice did something to me, something that went beyond physical attraction, and back to a time when I'd have had no reason to hide my response.

      This woman had backbone, intelligence, and the stubborn courage that got under a man's skin. It was the sort that drew me in, the drive to protect as strong as it had been since before my life went off the rails.

      I'd seen female agents display the same traits back in the day. What they'd lacked in physical strength, they'd more than made up for in raw intelligence and street cunning. Hadn't I learned the hard way not to underestimate that?

      And all of that was why I needed to be careful around this gorgeous woman. I wasn't Malakai Torres, an upstanding citizen who could offer someone like her the future she deserved. I was a ghost, dead for all intents and purposes, with a past that could get her killed if the wrong people came looking.

      But as I watched her survey her family's warehouse with plans and dreams shining in her eyes, I knew it was already too late for careful.

      I was in trouble. Big trouble. The sort to compromise my cover and my self-imposed isolation.

      For three long years, I'd kept everyone at arm's length. No attachments, no complications, no one who could be used against me. It had been lonely as hell, but it had kept me alive. Kept others safe.

      Five minutes with Amelia Donovan and those walls were already cracking.

      For the first time in years, I wasn't sure I wanted to fight it. And that terrified me more than any threat from my past ever could.
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      AMELIA

      I watched the Lucky Break crew drive away from the warehouse, my mind still reeling from the encounter with Howard Pruitt. More than that, I was trying to process my reaction to Malakai Torres.

      The man was trouble with a capital T, and I was smart enough to recognize it. The way he'd moved through the warehouse, with his dark eyes missing nothing. Then there was that crazy ringmaster mustache of his, with its handlebar perfection, that somehow suited him to a T.

      In the past, I'd have found this a turnoff, as it was, just thinking about it was enough to have me imagining him wielding a whip and ordering me about. Would I take direction from him and enjoy it? The tingling at the apex of my thighs told me that was a definitive yes.

      After shaking my head to clear it of these dirty thoughts, I focused on the protective way he'd stepped between me and that slimy planning official. While there was something about Malakai that screamed danger, rather than wanting to escape his orbit, I wanted to get closer. A lot closer.

      Which was unlike me. I was the sensible one, the woman who planned everything down to the last detail and never made impulsive decisions. Except for this warehouse renovation, of course.

      The thought brought me up short. When had I started making exceptions? The warehouse project itself had been my first real deviation from the careful path I'd mapped out for my life. A successful architecture career, a predictable routine, relationships that never demanded too much or risked too little. Safe. Controlled.

      But also increasingly boring.

      Standing here in this crumbling building, feeling drawn to a dangerous man with secrets in his eyes, I was wondering if "sensible" had become just another word for "afraid."

      I leaned against the stone wall and let myself think about the building that had been haunting my family for generations. Growing up, I'd heard the stories about great-great-grandfather Jeremiah Donovan and his gold rush fortune.

      How he'd built this warehouse to store supplies for the miners, and how he'd made and lost a fortune. Perhaps the saddest aspect of Jeremiah's life was how he'd apparently died in assisted living, subsisting on gray food, and raving about hidden gold.

      My great-grandmother used to tell those tales with such drama, making Jeremiah out to be everything from a saint to a scoundrel depending on her mood. My father had been more practical about it, dismissing most of the stories as family legend that had grown with each telling.

      "It's just a building, Amelia," he used to say when I urged him to renovate. "I won't let the family ghost stories cloud my judgment. Nor should you."

      But standing there, I could sense the family legacy within these walls. This place had been built during one of the most exciting times in California's history, when fortunes were made and lost overnight, when desperate men traveled thousands of miles chasing dreams of gold.

      More than that, I was questioning everything about the careful life I'd built. When had I become so focused on avoiding risk that I'd stopped taking chances on anything meaningful? My business was successful but predictable. My relationships had been safe but unsatisfying. Even this warehouse project was the first real leap of faith I'd taken in years.

      Standing in this building that had witnessed decades of dreams and disappointments, I wondered if my great-great-grandfather Jeremiah had played it safe. The stories suggested he'd been a risk-taker, a man who'd bet everything on his vision and built something lasting.

      Maybe it was time I stopped jumping at my own shadow and started trying to become more like him. To chase something. Not gold, but the person I used to be before I'd let caution calcify into fear.

      The girl who'd dreamed of creating something meaningful, before I'd settled for designing other people's visions because it was safer than risking my own.

      The warehouse renovation wasn't just about honoring Jeremiah's legacy. It was about reclaiming mine.

      The irony wasn't lost on me that someone was still chasing those dreams, still trying to buy this property even after all this time.

      The first offer I was aware of had come when I was in college, just after my grandfather died and left the warehouse to my father. A modest sum with no explanation of why anyone would want a crumbling building in a town only just hanging onto its tourist trade.

      My father had turned it down without much thought. However, the offers kept coming, every few years like clockwork. The other constant was they always came through lawyers, always with confidentiality requirements, and always refused.

      When I inherited the building two years ago, after first my mom, then my dad, passed away, the offers intensified. Not just every few years now, but every few months.

      The latest had come just three months ago, when I'd applied for the planning permission. Whoever was behind these offers had been watching, waiting, keeping track of any projects involving the warehouse.

      The question was why.

      I ran my hand along the stone blocks the way Malakai had earlier when I was spying on the Lucky Break team through the window. Whatever secrets this place held, I wasn't giving up on it.

      This down-on-its-luck warehouse was my chance to create something meaningful, to honor my family's history while building something new. And if that meant dealing with mysterious buyers and corrupt planning officials, so be it.

      

      A week later, and I was no further ahead with the project other than the Lucky Break team having cleared the debris that had accumulated down the years. A week spent drooling over the enigmatic Malakai, enjoying the way his black Lucky Break Construction t-shirt rode up whenever he stretched.

      Such was my obsession that I was as giddy as a teenager whenever he was near, something that happened with suspicious regularity. This had led to much internal admonishment as I did my best to wrangle my libido under control. I'd be the first to admit I was failing.

      My other failure was in receiving the permits necessary for the project to move forward. The planning department had been rebuffing my lawyer and short of bribing people, I wasn't sure how to get the project back on track.

      Once again up on the top floor in what had been Jeremiah's office, I took in the view of Coogan's Break and the California coast. Lost in the majesty of the setting sun, it took me a second to acknowledge my phone had buzzed.

      However, when I collected it from the top of the old plan drawers, which were all that remained of Jeremiah's office, I came back to earth with a bump. It was an email from my assistant, telling me three clients wanted to make meetings for next week, two permit applications needed my review, and a reminder about the design presentation for the Millfield project.

      On scrolling through the email a second time, I was conscious of the weight of my regular life trying to pull me back. I had a successful architectural practice in Redding, with projects that were progressing without fault under my senior associates' supervision. I didn't need to be in Coogan's Break, wrestling with a historic building and whatever complications came with it.

      But I wanted to be here. For the first time in years, I was excited about a project in a way that went beyond professional satisfaction. This building spoke to me in ways my corporate commissions never had.

      Maybe it was the family connection, or the challenge of preserving something with this much history. No matter the reason, I wasn't walking away without a fight.

      Even if it meant spending more time around men like Malakai Torres.

      I was still thinking about him twenty minutes later when I locked up the warehouse and headed to my Airbnb. The man watched everything with an intensity that should have made me uncomfortable.

      Instead, I'd had to resist his animal magnetism whenever he was near. The way he moved with predatory grace, the way his eyes seemed to catalog every detail, and my visceral reaction when I caught his scent.

      Something clean and masculine with an edge of danger that made my pulse quicken. Leaving me fighting the urge to lean into him, to see if he felt as solid as he looked.

      What was wrong with me?

      I'd always been attracted to safe men. Accountants, fellow architects, the guys who drove sensible cars and had retirement plans. Malakai Torres looked like the type who rode a motorcycle without a helmet and considered "retirement planning" to be making sure his emergency cash was hidden somewhere accessible.

      And yet, every time those dark eyes met mine, I felt a jolt of pure attraction that left me reeling.

      Nor had it lessened as the week progressed, with today being no exception. A day that had seen me double-checking measurements, hoping to head off any challenges from the planning department. Another day spent ignoring how Malakai quickened my blood and other body parts.

      On reaching my rental, a cute Victorian cottage two blocks from the main drag, I'd convinced myself that my attraction to him was one-sided and born of frustration at my lack of progress with the project.

      The cottage was what I needed after a day of wrestling with dust, paperwork, and hormones. Hardwood floors, vintage fixtures, and a kitchen that looked like it had stepped out of a home decorating magazine. A place that made you want to bake cookies and host dinner parties.

      I was dropping my laptop bag on the small chair next to the front door when my phone rang. The caller ID showed my lawyer's office in Redding.

      "Hi, Norman."

      "Amelia, I hope I'm not catching you at a bad time."

      Norman Reyes had been handling my legal work for three years, ever since I went out on my own. He was thorough, honest, and had never called me after hours unless something was urgent.

      "What's up?" I asked, expecting to hear of yet more hoops the planning department wanted me to jump through.

      "I just got another offer for the warehouse. Same lawyer as before, but this time they're offering a lot more money."

      There was something in his voice that had me moving my laptop bag to the floor so I could sit down on the hard-backed chair. "How much more?"

      "Double the previous offer. They want to close within thirty days, cash deal, no inspections."

      The number he quoted had my breath catching. It was more than enough to pay off my business loan, renovate my condo, and fund my practice's expansion. Crazy money of the sort that would change everything.

      "It's a generous offer," said Norman. "But the urgency strikes me as odd. Real estate deals involving historic buildings don't often come with this much pressure."

      "Did they say why they wanted to close in such a rush?"

      "Investment opportunity, according to their lawyer. They have plans for the property but need to move fast due to financing timelines."

      I stared out the cottage window at the coast live oaks that lined the street. Three weeks ago, I'd arrived in town excited about the warehouse renovation. Now aware that someone was trying to sabotage the project, I was having second thoughts.

      "Amelia? You still there?"

      "I'm here. And I'm not interested."

      "Are you sure? This is a lot of money."

      "Norman, I'm sure."

      But after I hung up, I wasn't sure about anything. The offer was tempting, more tempting than I wanted to admit. I could have taken the money, walked away from Coogan's Break and whatever complications the warehouse represented, and gone back to my orderly life in Redding.

      Except I didn't want my boring life anymore. I wanted this challenge, this building, this chance to create something meaningful.

      And if I were being honest, I wanted to see more of Malakai Torres.

      Which brought me back to the question of what was wrong with me.

      I was still wrestling with that and the crazy money offer when there was a knock at the cottage door. After turning on the porch light, I stared through the peephole, surprised to see Malakai himself standing there, hands shoved in his pockets and an expression I couldn't quite read.

      My heart did something stupid and fluttery as I opened the door.

      "Sorry to bother you," he said. "I wanted to follow up on what happened last week with that guy from the city."

      "Pruitt? The guy from the planning department?"

      "He's legit," said Malakai, with me not missing the disappointment in his voice. "At least that's what it looks like. Works for the city, and has access to permit applications. But he's not supposed to be making house calls or discussing cost estimates. That's not his department."

      I stepped aside to let him in, although he didn't do so until he'd kicked his work boots off and lined them up on the small front porch. Then there was no avoiding how he filled the doorway or how the cottage felt smaller with him in it.

      "So, what you're saying is that the weedy little man was freelancing?"

      "Or following orders from someone outside the planning department." Malakai's eyes scanned the cottage's main room, and I realized he was doing the same security assessment he'd done at the warehouse. "Nice place."

      "It's temporary. If everything goes forward as I hope, I'm planning to live in one of the loft apartments once the renovation's done." I'd no sooner finished saying this than I realized it was true. Which was strange, given I hadn't even considered it until thirty seconds ago.

      "About that." He turned those dark eyes on me, and I felt the same jolt of attraction. "I think you should be careful. Someone's going to a lot of trouble to discourage this project."

      "You're not wrong. I just got another offer on the building," I paused before adding. "Double the previous amount."

      His jaw tightened. "When?"

      "Not ten minutes ago. They want to close in thirty days. An investment opportunity, apparently."

      "You turned it down."

      It wasn't a question, but I nodded anyway. "I'm not selling."

      Something shifted in his expression, approval mixed with something that might have been relief. "That's good."

      It was only when I realized I could see the gold flecks in his eyes that I became conscious of having moved closer to him. Close enough to catch the scent that had made me dizzy on many an occasion during the week.

      And it wasn't just the cottage living room that felt charged with electricity. I was conscious of everything, my body zinging with a longing that had me wanting to move closer still.

      The way his t-shirt stretched across his chest, the strength in his hands, the intensity of his focus when he looked at me. It was a powerful combination and one that had me forcing my hands down to my sides, if only to wipe my clammy palms on my jeans.

      "Amelia." My name sounded different when he said it, rougher somehow.

      "Yeah?" I said, my gaze locked with his.

      "This might be a bad idea."

      "What is?" I said, my words breathy.

      Instead of answering, he cupped my face in his hands. His rough palms warmed me when I leaned into his touch without conscious thought.

      "This," he said, and then his mouth was on mine.

      The kiss was nothing like the careful, polite kisses I was used to. This was pure fire, demanding and hungry in a way that made my knees weak. His hands slid into my hair, and I pressed closer, wanting more of whatever this was between us.

      When we broke apart, we were both breathing hard.

      "That was a bad idea," I managed.

      "The worst," he agreed, but he didn't step away.

      "This isn't me. I don't do this," I said, as much to convince myself as him.

      "Do what?"

      "Kiss men I've only just met. Make impulsive decisions. Any of this."

      His thumb stroked along my cheekbone. "What's your usual M.O.?"

      "Plan everything. Think things through. Make sensible choices."

      "And how's that working for you?"

      I considered this, thinking about my ordered life, my successful but predictable career, and the safe relationships that never quite satisfied me.

      "Not as well as I thought."

      This time when he kissed me, I was ready for the fire and gave as good as I got, allowing myself to feel everything I'd been holding back. His hands roamed my body, pulling me closer, and I could feel his solid strength against me.

      When his lips trailed down my throat, I made a sound that was part sigh, part moan. Everything about this was crazy, impulsive, and unlike anything I had ever done.

      And I didn't want it to stop.

      "Amelia," he said against my neck, his voice rough with want.

      "Don't stop," I whispered, surprising myself with my boldness.

      But he stopped, pulling back to look at me with an expression that was equal parts desire and regret.

      "I should go."

      "Should and want are two different things."

      "Yeah, they are." His hands were still in my hair, and I could feel the tension in him, the battle between what he thought he should do and what he wanted to do. "I'm not in a position to offer you anything serious."

      "Did I ask for serious?" I said, surprising myself. Who was I, and what had I done with Amelia Donovan?

      Something flashed in his eyes at my wanton response, something hot and hungry that made my stomach clench with want.

      "You're not the casual type."

      "How do you know what type I am?"

      "Because you're the sort of woman who renovates historic buildings and stands up to corrupt officials. You're the kind who makes plans and sees them through." His thumb traced my lower lip, and I had to fight not to take his finger into my mouth and suck on it, hard.

      As if sensing this, he dropped his hand to my shoulder. "You're not the sort of woman who settles for less than she deserves."

      "And what if what I want is standing right in front of me?"

      My words surprised me as much as they seemed to surprise him. But they felt true in a way that made my chest tight. Not love. No, I wasn't naïve enough to call this love. But it was something real. Something worth exploring.

      "Amelia." His voice was rough, and even more telling, it was uncertain.

      "I'm not asking for forever," I said, reaching up to place my hand on his chest. "I'm just asking for right now. For the chance to see what this could be."

      When had I become this bold? When had I started saying what I was thinking?

      But I knew exactly when it had started. The moment I'd decided to renovate the warehouse instead of taking the safe route and selling it. Every choice since then had been a step away from the cautious woman I'd been and toward someone I was still discovering.

      This new version of me didn't overthink every decision to death. She acted on instinct, trusted her desires, took risks that the old me would have run from. She was frightening and exhilarating, but she was exactly who I was.

      I wasn't becoming someone different. I was becoming someone true.

      Maybe it was this town, this warehouse, this whole crazy situation that had brought out a side of me I didn't know existed.

      Or maybe it was him.

      "You don't know what you're asking for," he said, but I could hear the resistance weakening in his voice.

      "Then show me."

      That was all it took. His mouth crashed down on mine again, and this time there was no hesitation, no holding back. His hands were everywhere, and I arched into him, wanting more, wanting everything.

      When he lifted me onto the cottage's scrubbed pine kitchen table, I should have protested. Instead, I wrapped my legs around his waist and pulled him closer.

      "Are you sure about this?" he asked, his voice rough with desire.

      "I've never been surer of anything."

      And in that moment, with his hands on my skin and fire racing through my veins, it was absolute.

      For once in my life, I wasn't thinking about consequences or planning for tomorrow. I was living in that moment, in that feeling, in the connection that had sparked between us the instant we laid eyes on each other.

      Whatever complications this brought, whatever trouble it caused, I'd deal with it later.

      Right then, all I wanted was him.
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