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      To Kelly Greer ~

      the right hand I didn’t know I was missing
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      The gorgeous blonde at the end of the bar shut down another hopeful Romeo looking for a hookup. I hid my smile as I drained my glass of whiskey. Watching her turn down the guys who offered to buy her a drink might be even more entertaining than the hockey game playing on the big screen behind her. The way her lips curved into a sympathetic smile while she shot them down one by one almost made me feel sorry for them.

      They should know better than to make a play for a woman so clearly out of their league. I couldn’t blame them though—if I was a guy who hit on women in noisy hotel bars, she’d be exactly the type of woman I’d go for.

      I should have been sitting at my brother Vaughn’s place watching the battle on the ice in high def with surround sound. Instead, the meeting I’d had with a big law firm ran long, and rather than make the three-hour drive back to Beaver Bluff, I was stuck at a hotel in downtown Knoxville for the night.

      “Ready for another?” The bartender gestured to my drink.

      “Not yet.” I was pacing myself. The bar’s selection of bourbon and whiskey wasn’t awful, but I was used to the best of the best. As part owner of one of the biggest whiskey distilleries in Tennessee, I had access to a tasting room even a lifelong collector would envy.

      “Stop being such a snob and try something from the competition.” My cousin Deacon nudged me in the ribs. He’d been working as in-house counsel for the family distillery for the past year, ever since my brothers and I convinced him to move back to Beaver Bluff. I should clarify—in-house counsel for my family’s interest in the distillery.

      Unfortunately, we shared ownership with two other families. We got along great with the Devines. The Stewarts were a different story. My family had been embroiled in a feud with theirs for the better part of the past hundred years. Whoever said keep your friends close and your enemies closer had no idea what it took to stay one step ahead of the Stewart siblings.

      “How do you think the meeting went today?” I winced as a shot bounced off the goal post. Then another hopeful businessman approached the blonde, blocking my view of the replay.

      Deacon followed my gaze. “Do you want to move so you can see the game?”

      “Nah, it’s all right.” There wasn’t anywhere to go, thanks to a busy happy-hour crowd. Plus, if we switched seats, I might lose my secondary entertainment. The guys were like minnows circling a shark.

      “I was hoping for better news this afternoon, but we shouldn’t give up just yet.” He loosened his tie and downed the last sip of amber liquid in his glass.

      Since he’d joined the business, my siblings and I had been hoping he’d figure out a way for us to break off from the awkward three-way partnership our great-great-great-grandfather joined when he settled in the mountains of Tennessee. I wondered if he would have made the same decision had he known then how the relationship between the families would dissolve.

      “You really think this firm can help us?” I trusted Deacon completely, but it wasn’t the first time we’d tried to extricate ourselves from the partnership. We were on the brink of celebrating the distillery’s 150th anniversary next year. I couldn’t imagine my descendants having to spend the next hundred and fifty years navigating a generations-long family feud.

      “If anyone can handle all the complications, it’s them.” Deacon nodded toward the TV. “How much have you got riding on the game tonight?”

      “Fifty bucks.”

      “Those are some pretty high stakes,” Deacon joked. “Do you and Vaughn still donate your winnings to charity?”

      “Yeah. If I win, he has to give it to the wildlife rehab center. They just rescued some baby beavers and could use the extra funds.” Deacon didn’t need to know I’d already given them a couple hundred. I had a special place in my heart for organizations that worked to protect the place I called home.

      “And fifty bucks is going to cut it?”

      I shrugged. It wasn’t the amount of the bet I made with my brother, it was the thrill of seeing who’d come out ahead. We’d been competing against each other since the day we were born. As identical twins, we were a pretty even match, though Vaughn held it over my head that he was born first. He thought the extra few minutes of life made him the one in charge.

      Technically, since he was also the general manager of the distillery, he was. Though he had to share the title with one of the Stewarts, since neither family trusted the other to act in our joint best interest. I was tired of constantly butting heads, especially since I had to share my title of co-master distiller as well. If we could somehow untangle ourselves from the partnership, we could start doing things our own way. For me, that meant honoring our roots and not forgetting where we came from.

      “You know I’m not much of a gambler,” I admitted.

      “It’s not really gambling when either way the money goes to a good cause.” Deacon clamped a hand to my shoulder. “You’re taking a gamble by looking into breaking off from Devil’s Dance.”

      “I prefer to look at that as a calculated risk.” The idea of gambling with my family’s share of the business sent a chill racing up and down my spine. I was a man who considered my moves carefully—in business and in life.

      Deacon pulled out his wallet and tossed some cash on the bar. “I’m ready to turn in. Do you care if I head up to my room to call home?”

      “Of course not. I’ll just finish watching the game and probably turn in early myself.”

      Since Deacon had moved back to Beaver Bluff and gotten engaged, he’d been living life a lot more low key. It was the kind of future I wanted for myself someday. But living in Beaver Bluff, where the whole town had divided into either Team Bishop or Team Stewart, made it difficult to find someone who hadn’t been affected by the stupid feud.

      Deacon abandoned his stool, and I motioned the bartender over. There was still another full period of hockey to go. May as well try one of our competitor’s latest whiskey releases. I’d consider it research. One of the other Tennessee distilleries had been experimenting with using a few strains of wild yeast in the fermenting process, and I’d been thinking about trying it on a batch or two we’d be bottling later this season.

      While I waited for my drink, a brunette walked to the end of the bar. The blonde got up, and I took a better look at her. She was petite, probably no more than an inch or two over five feet tall, but with curves a guy could lose himself in for days.

      The game was between periods, so I shifted my attention to watching the two women. They hugged, probably friends meeting up for a drink—too familiar to be coworkers but not friendly enough to be a couple. The blonde glanced around the crowded bar, probably looking for an empty table. Finding none, she eyed the empty seat next to me that Deacon had abandoned.

      “Excuse me, are you using this stool?” She walked toward me, her front even more appealing than her back. Gazing up at me, her green eyes wide, a hint of a smile spread across her full, pink lips.

      “No, my friend just left.” I pushed the stool away from the bar. “It’s all yours.”

      “Thank you.” She shifted her gaze to the drink the bartender set in front of me. “Is that whiskey?”

      I wrapped my fingers around the glass and lifted it to my nose. “I hope so, since that’s what I ordered. Are you a fan?”

      “I don’t know much about it, but I’d love to learn.” She lingered, her head tilted, eyeing my glass like she might reach out and take it from me.

      Instinctively, my fingers gripped the tumbler tighter. “What would you like to know?”

      “You think you can teach me a few things?” She arched a brow, and I picked up on the flirty vibe. At least, I assumed that’s what she was going for. Hard to tell, since it had been so long since I’d put myself in a position where I might be the recipient of a woman’s interest.

      “I know a thing or two and would be happy to share my knowledge.” With another ten minutes before the start of period three, I had some time to kill, and that would be just long enough to give her some basics before her eyes glazed over.

      She scooted the stool back to its original position next to me and settled on the seat. “Okay, what do I need to know?”

      Her friend joined, and my gaze shifted between the two women. “Maybe we can start with a name. I’m Cole.”

      “Nice to meet you, Cole. I’m Danica, and this is my friend Jolene.”

      I shook Jolene’s hand first. She looked less than thrilled to have me intruding on their girls’ night. Then Danica leaned close and slid her hand into mine. A hum of electricity buzzed through my fingers while a trace of pineapple and coconut scented the air around her and made me instantly crave a piña colada. I didn’t even like rum.

      Danica let go first, giving no indication of whether she’d felt the same buzz. “Now that we’ve got that out of the way, why don’t you tell me why you drink whiskey?”

      I leaned against the back of the stool. “How much time do you have?”

      “Is it that complicated?”

      “Honestly? Yes.” I wasn’t about to unload a hundred and fifty years of history on a stranger I’d just met at a bar. Instead, I racked my brain, trying to come up with one of the soundbites I’d shared during one of the many interviews or podcasts I’d been on over the years.

      She moved her hair off her shoulder, drawing my attention to the smooth column of her neck. My gaze zeroed in on the spot where her pulse beat. “Did your dad drink whiskey?”

      “Yeah. And his dad before him, and his dad before him.” I wasn’t sure what she was going for, but I’d play along for a few minutes. “I suppose that’s part of the attraction—the history behind the spirit. You don’t get that with a lot of other types of alcohol.”

      “Interesting.” Her eyes narrowed slightly. “What do you suggest for a newbie like me?”

      I loved and hated that question. As someone who’d lived his entire life in the shadow of the family business, introducing my family’s work to a potential new whiskey lover was an opportunity to draw someone in. But there were so many options. Not knowing anything about the intriguing woman next to me, I had no idea what to recommend.

      “What do you like?”

      “I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking you for a recommendation.” A slow smile spread across her mouth.

      Attraction simmered low in my gut. “I need to know more about you to decide what to suggest.”

      “What, like my sign? I’m an Aquarius, does that help?”

      “Not exactly.” I didn’t have time to get too deep into the flavor profiles of different grains, not going into the third period with the Predators tied with the Ducks. “Do you prefer things sweet or spicy?”

      Her eyes widened for half a heartbeat, then she leaned forward and bumped her hand against mine where it rested on the bar. “I’m not sure we know each other well enough for me to answer that type of question.”

      The same buzz I felt before vibrated through my limbs, radiating out from the spot where her slim fingers brushed mine.

      I was so out of practice at engaging in the banter two single people might volley back and forth from a barstool that I didn’t want to embarrass myself. “Maybe we should play it safe, then. Go for a middle-of-the-road, everyday whiskey.”

      “What if I said I prefer things sweet?”

      That was easy. “Then I’d recommend a corn-based Tennessee whiskey that’s been aged at least four years.”

      Her friend leaned over and bumped shoulders with Danica, knocking her hand away from mine. “Don’t let her fool you. She might look sweet on the outside, but this one’s all about the spice.”

      Danica lifted a shoulder in a dramatic shrug. “What would be a spicy choice?”

      The third period started, but I was more mesmerized by the vibe flowing back and forth between the two of us than keeping my eyes trained on the screen.

      “If you like spice, go for something rye based. It’s got a little more kick to it.”

      “Are those my only two options?”

      “That’s just the beginning. Whatever grains you choose sets up the mash bill. From there you can play with the yeast, the distillation process, how long you age it in the barrels… Even where you store the barrels in the rick house has a direct effect on what you pull out of the barrel years down the line.”

      “I had no idea there were so many things to think about when deciding on a whiskey.” She eyed me for a long moment. “What would I get if I said I want it exactly how you like it?”
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      What was I doing? Jolene was the flirt, not me. I was the one who usually sat on a stool by her side while she bantered with multiple men begging for her attention.

      There was something in the air tonight. It might be the full moon, or possibly the shot of confidence I’d received by lining up my first consulting gig. Whatever it was, flirting with the hot-as-Hades guy with the broad shoulders and mesmerizing brown eyes was turning out to be a lot of fun. Plus, I was learning a little about whiskey—info that would come in handy when I started my new job next week.

      I didn’t know much about whiskey beyond the fact that my grandpa used to keep a bottle in his kitchen cabinet and take nips from it when he thought my grandma wasn’t looking. But over the past decade or so, the business of making whiskey had exploded and distilleries were popping up all over in my home state of Tennessee.

      Cole got a super sexy grin on his face. The kind that sent heat zinging straight to my core. “I prefer it balanced. A little sweet, a little spice. I like it to start off strong, then go down easy with a nice, smooth finish.”

      “That sounds good to me.” Were we still talking about whiskey? I needed a fan to cool myself off after hearing him describe his perfect drink.

      Jolene turned her back to him and rolled her eyes. She’d been in town for a seminar and tomorrow she’d be heading back to Charlotte. We’d planned on enjoying a last girls’ night out, but thanks to a meeting that ran over, she’d shown up late. She had an early flight, and I could tell she was ready to turn in.

      While Cole called the bartender over, Jolene leaned close and whispered, “Do you want me to stick around for a bit or are you going to pump the whiskey guy for info for a few more hours?”

      “You look beat. I can take care of myself if you want to get to bed.”

      “How lame is it that keeping my eyes open until nine has become a challenge?”

      Cole leaned forward. “Hey Jolene, did you want in on the whiskey tasting too?”

      “Thanks, but I’m going to head out. Danica will have to let me know what she thinks.” Jolene turned to me, her eyebrows raised. She tilted her head toward Cole and mouthed, I like him for you.

      I shook off the idea that anything might happen between me and the bearded stranger. Jolene might joke, but she knew I didn’t do one-night stands. “Come here, girl. It was so good to get to see you over the last few days.”

      “Likewise.” She pulled me in for a hug.

      “Thanks so much for referring me to your friend.” When Jolene asked if I’d be interested in taking on a consulting gig for a friend of hers, the opportunity arrived just in time. I’d been unemployed for the past three months and was running out of savings. If I didn’t get something lined up soon, I might have to seriously consider moving back in with my parents—every twenty-six-year-old woman’s dream.

      “You’re so welcome. I can’t wait to hear how it goes.” Jolene squeezed my shoulders and let me go before she turned toward Cole. “Hey, take good care of my friend tonight. She’s starting a new job next week.”

      Cole grinned. “Congratulations. We’ll have something to toast.”

      “When do you need to be there again?” Jolene asked.

      “Monday. I’ll drive down Sunday night and spend the week trying to figure out exactly what they need.”

      “You’ll blow them away.” Jolene slipped her purse strap over her shoulder and leaned forward, lowering her voice so only I could hear. “I told you things were changing for you. Have a little fun with the whiskey guy tonight. You deserve it.”

      “Cut it out.” I got back up on my stool as the bartender set a glass in front of me. “It’s just a little research.”

      “Yeah, well, remember, a little research can go a long way.” She backed toward the entrance of the bar and blew me a kiss before reaching the door.

      So much had changed since our high school days. Now she was climbing the corporate ladder at a medical device manufacturer in North Carolina and I was unemployed, unable to find a job since my last boss had pretty much blacklisted me in the small marketing circles of Knoxville. He quoted poor performance reviews as grounds for termination, but I knew better. It had more to do with the fact I wouldn’t sleep with him than it did about my success at my job.

      This new opportunity Jolene had passed on would be my chance to change my luck. I could already sense it shifting since I’d sat down next to someone who knew so much about whiskey.

      “You ready to give it a try?” Cole picked up his glass and swirled the amber liquid around.

      I mimicked his action, putting a little extra swivel in my wrist. “Just waiting for you.”

      “It’s too bad your friend couldn’t stay longer.”

      “She has an early flight tomorrow. I’ll probably head out after you show me how to taste this right.” I lifted my shoulder in a slight shrug. Even though I was enjoying his company, it would be best if he got the signal loud and clear that this wasn’t going anywhere.

      “Well, then, I’d better take my time.”

      Heat sparked in my lower belly at the comment. Before I had a chance to come up with a snappy comeback, he held the glass up to his nose.

      “Tell me what you smell.”

      I took a whiff. “Alcohol.”

      One side of Cole’s mouth ticked up. He was hot. So much hotter than the guys I usually met at a bar. Not that I frequented bars, and I’d never gone by myself. Maybe Jolene was right. Maybe I needed to put myself out there more. Take more chances. I shoved that idea away almost as quickly as it popped into my head.

      “Underneath that. Do you pick up anything?”

      I tried again, taking a deeper breath. “I’ve got nothing. Is this like wine tasting? Because I failed the wine appreciation class I took out in Napa. Maybe my sniffer is broken.”

      Cole put his hand on my chin and tilted my head from side to side. “Looks fine to me.”

      My stomach tightened at his tender touch. It had been so long since a man had put his hands on me, I wasn’t prepared for the kick to my nervous system. “How can you tell from just looking?”

      “How else am I supposed to check?” He leaned forward, peering over the bar. “I don’t see any lemons or anything. Hey, I know. See if you can smell me.”

      I laughed for what had to be the first time in months, ever since the shitshow with my ex-boss had started. “Excuse me?”

      “Give it a shot.” He shifted closer to me and held the collar of his shirt away from his skin. “Tell me what kind of undertones you pick up.”

      I took in a deep breath. Even though it was barely April, his skin was already tanned to a delectable shade of bronze. Maybe he worked outside. Though the crisp, collared button-down made an office job more likely. I scooted to the edge of my stool and gripped the bar with one hand.

      He moved even closer, his Adam's apple bobbing up and down as he swallowed.

      My mouth went dry, and I inhaled, just a quick breath to see if he smelled anywhere near as good as he looked. I picked up the faint scent of a campfire and something else underneath. Closing my eyes, I tried to figure out what it was. Soap, maybe. But it was sweet. He didn’t look like a man who shopped for scented shower gels, so I chalked it up to just being his signature scent. Whatever it was, being so close to him, drawing in the scent from his skin, made me want to be bold. Made me want to take a chance like Jolene suggested.

      “Well?” He shifted back, and I forced my eyelids open.

      “Campfire. I definitely smell something woodsy though I’m wondering how that’s possible since it looks like you spent all day in an office.”

      He gave me a grin that made me think he was about to tell me a closely guarded secret. “I had to meet with lawyers today, so I dragged my suit out of my closet. Usually I’m a T-shirt and jeans kind of guy.”

      My heart ricocheted around the walls of my chest at the image. If he looked this good in a suit, I wondered what a nice, snug pair of hip-hugging jeans would do for him. Mmm. It was almost too delicious to imagine. I hadn’t even had a sip of whiskey yet, but somehow felt a little tipsy from being so close to him.

      It was a good thing Jolene had gone upstairs. She would have pushed me deeper into the testosterone-induced fog clouding my judgment. I couldn’t explain it, but Cole felt safe. Which was ridiculous because I’d just met him, and I knew absolutely nothing about him except for the fact he seemed to know a lot about whiskey.

      But it had been a long time since I’d felt safe anywhere, especially with a man. I was leaving next week, and he obviously wasn’t from around here or he wouldn’t be staying in a hotel. Maybe this was my chance to find out if I could enjoy a man’s company with no expectations and no regrets.

      “Damn. There goes fifty bucks.” Cole shook his head at the TV screen where the Ducks just scored against the Predators.

      “You bet on hockey?”

      “Just against my brother. It’s not really about the money, but it makes watching the game more interesting.” He nudged his chin toward my glass. “You ready to try your whiskey?”

      “Let’s do it.” I picked up my glass and swirled it around again.

      “Here’s what I want you to do. Breathe it in, but keep your mouth open.”

      “You want me to breathe with my tongue?” I bit down on my lip to keep from laughing. This was starting to sound like the woo woo mediation class Jolene had dragged me to a couple of years ago.

      Instead of laughing, his eyes got more intense. “Yes, exactly.”

      He was really into this. I’d been planning on quizzing the guy at the local liquor store to teach me everything he knew before I had to head down for my meeting next week with a distillery, but with Cole willing to share his knowledge, it might save me a few hours of time. Plus, he was at least twenty times more attractive than the grizzly older man who’d been running the family liquor store for the past forty years.

      “Can you demo for me? I’m not exactly sure I know how to breathe through my tongue.”

      “Why do I get the feeling you’re giving me shit?” His eyes crinkled at the corners, but he picked up his glass, swirled it around, then held it up to his nose with his lips slightly parted.

      My entire reproductive system shimmied as I ran my gaze over the sexy scruff on his cheeks, the strong hand currently wrapped around the glass tumbler, and the sight of the tip of his tongue. I could think of so many other things he could use that part of his anatomy for beyond breathing in a beverage.

      “There.” He lowered the glass and glanced at my hand. “Your turn.”

      Mmm. I cleared my throat and brought the glass close to my mouth. With my lips parted, I took in a breath. The alcohol sent fire racing across my tongue, followed by a wisp of something smoky. I shifted my gaze to Cole. The intense way he studied my mouth made heat hurtle toward my belly.

      Then lower.

      “You ready to get your first taste?” His voice went low, rough around the edges like a piece of sandpaper lightly scraping against my skin.

      I was more than ready for my first taste… of him. “Yeah, let’s do it.”

      He lifted his glass. “Let it roll over your tongue, hold it in your mouth for a few seconds, then let it slide down the back of your throat. Okay?”

      My chest rose and fell as I took in a breath. “Got it. Roll, hold, slide.”

      “That’s right.” He lifted his glass, and I couldn’t tear my gaze away as he sipped, tipped his head back, and slowly swallowed.

      Since when did watching someone take a simple sip from a glass make my panties damp? Eager to find out what might happen next, I copied his movements. A slow burn traced its way over my tongue and down my throat, all the way to the bottom of my belly. In that moment, I could feel appreciation for why so many people were drawn to whiskey. It was so much more than taking a nip from a hidden bottle.

      It was romantic. It was sexy. It was a whole new world opening up to me.

      My mind spun with possibilities for the meeting I had next week.

      “What do you think?” Cole asked, liquid fire burning in his gaze.

      “I think it was a bit of a religious experience.” For someone who made a living at communicating, I was temporarily at a loss for words. “What do you think about what I think?”

      He rested his arm on the back of my stool and held my gaze for an extra-long beat. “I think I’d like to kiss you right now. What do you think about that?”

      My stomach clenched. I wasn’t a woman who kissed strangers in bars. Then again, where had that gotten me? Jolene’s words pounded through my head. Take a chance. You deserve it.

      Swallowing my hesitation, I tilted my head and met his gaze. “I think I’d like that very much.”
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      Her gaze darted back and forth from my eyes to my mouth. Her back stiffened as I moved closer. She was nervous. The last time I’d picked a woman up in a bar was… Okay, never. I didn’t know how this was supposed to work. The only thing I knew was that if I didn’t kiss her right then and there, I’d regret it for the rest of my days.

      So I leaned in, cupped her cheek with my palm, pulled her face closer to mine, and pressed my lips to hers. Her lips were soft and full and yielding. She tasted like the perfect blend of cherries and my favorite whiskey—an irresistible combination.

      At the risk of her pulling away, I took the kiss deeper, pressing against the seam of her lips with my tongue. They parted, allowing me entrance. Tentatively, I slid my tongue against hers, testing, teasing, taunting her with my mouth.

      A tiny moan vibrated through the back of her throat. I lifted my other hand to cup both of her cheeks between my palms, angling her head to better slant my mouth against hers.

      She shifted her hips on the stool, sliding her knees between my parted thighs. Her hands went to my shoulders, her fingers pressing down hard.

      “Do you want to come upstairs?” I whispered the words against her mouth, silently begging her to say yes.

      She hesitated, pulling back to meet my gaze. Doubt clouded her eyes.

      Shit. I’d fucked up already. “Sorry, I got a little carried away.”

      “It’s okay. I think I’d like that.”

      “Really?” I didn’t want to talk her out of it, but I was operating out of my comfort zone.

      She nodded, a move that made her blonde hair fall over her shoulders. I wanted to smooth it back from her face and tilt her head up so I could ravage those plump pink lips. Instead, I pulled a few bills out of my wallet and tossed them down on the bar. With my fingers twined with hers, I tugged her toward the elevator, eager to find out where the night might lead.

      The elevator door had barely closed behind us when she turned toward me. I wrapped her in my arms and pressed my lips to hers. The scent of whiskey surrounded us as she rose onto her tiptoes and took the kiss deeper.

      The elevator stopped. We parted, but I held her tight to my side. An older couple entered, and the man pressed the button for the first floor. Danica had me so distracted, I’d never hit the button. Desperate to taste her again, I held back, not-so-patiently waiting for a chance to be alone again. Once the couple exited into the lobby, I pushed the button for the fifteenth floor.

      She rounded on me again, her gaze focused on my lips. “Jolene made me promise not to go into a stranger’s hotel room.”

      “I’m not a stranger, remember?” I held out my hand. “I’m Cole. Nice to meet you, Danica.”

      She laughed. “I’m not sure that will cut it.”

      “So if you can’t enter my room…” I put my hands on her curves, that spot just past a woman’s waist where her body flares out to her hips. “Let’s see. I’ve got three brothers and a sister and I bleed UT orange.”

      “Why didn’t you start with that? I’m a fellow Volunteer. That means we’re practically best friends already.” Danica reached over to pull out the stop button on the elevator, then raised her brows in a challenge.

      I liked her line of thinking. Liked it enough to nuzzle my nose into her hair, chasing the scent of piña coladas behind her ear.

      She wrapped her arms around me and backed against the wall. I wanted her. Wanted her like I hadn’t wanted a woman in far too long. Shit like this didn’t happen in Beaver Bluff, especially to a guy like me.

      Her fingers toyed with the hair at the nape of my neck while I tasted the sweet skin just below her ear. Her scent made me think of a tropical island: coconuts, sunshine, and sipping cocktails on the beach. Somewhere far, far away from springtime in the mountains of Tennessee.

      Maybe something far away was what I needed. In that moment, all I wanted—all I needed—was her. Desire pounded through me, the proof rising to attention in the front of my boxer briefs.

      “Do you think there’s a camera in here?” She glanced over my shoulder.

      I took a quick look around, not seeing anything that looked like a camera. “Most of these old buildings aren’t retro fitted with them.”

      She untangled her arms from around my neck and reached for the waistband of my pants. “We’d better hurry then before they send someone to check on the elevator.”

      “You sure about this?” I’d had a couple one-night stands, but they were with people I knew to some degree. We didn’t get many strangers passing through Beaver Bluff.

      “Yes. Are you?” Even while she asked, she pushed my pants down my thighs so they pooled around my ankles.

      Instead of answering with words, I slid my hands under the hem of her short skirt and hiked it up her legs. “Condom?”

      “In my purse.” She fumbled with the bag at her hip and pulled out a packet.

      “Impressive.”

      “Do you mind if I…” Her gaze shot to the bulge in my briefs.

      “Go ahead.” I trailed a finger along the waistband of her panties while she freed my erection. She fisted my cock in her hand and slid up and down my length a few times, taking me from hard to hardly able to control myself before unrolling the circle of latex over my raging erection.

      “Now that’s impressive.” Smiling, she peered up at me through dark, long lashes, her fingers still gripping the base of my cock.

      Time was short, and I was ready. I dipped my finger into her panties to find out if she was the same. My finger slid through her slick heat. Her chest rose and fell as I circled the bundle of nerves at the apex of her thighs. I wanted to slow down, enjoy the moment, take my time.

      My cock had other plans. It would be easy enough to stand here, her back pressed against the mirrored wall of the elevator and get each other off without even losing our clothes.

      But I wanted more.

      Slowly, I dragged my finger away.

      She slipped her panties down her legs and stepped out of them. Then she braced herself in the corner of the elevator, her ass resting on the handrail. She dug her fingers into my shoulders, her breasts heaving with each breath. Damn, I wished we had more time so I could explore every inch of her with my mouth.

      I bent over slightly to accommodate for our difference in height and hoisted her up against the wall. My dick notched at her entrance, ready to slide into her welcoming heat. Dipping my head, I got my first taste of the skin at the base of her neck. Her hips shifted, tilting back to give me better access, and she moaned.

      Knowing we were short on time, I thrust into her. She bit down on her lip mid-moan, cutting herself off. I pulled out almost all the way, then plunged into her again. She felt good. No, better than good. She felt fucking amazing. Her tight core gripped my dick like it didn’t want to let go. I braced my free arm on the wall next to her head and pulled out again.

      Her hold on my shoulders tightened, and she pulled me closer by crossing her ankles behind my waist. She wanted more. I grunted, heaving into her with everything I had.

      Desperate to taste her, I pulled the top of her shirt apart with my teeth… so eager to lavish some attention on her breasts that I didn’t care that her button popped off and bounced across the elevator floor. My tongue slid down to sweep along the cleft between her breasts. Her hand went to the back of my head and she held me there. I flicked my tongue out, sliding under the cup of her bra to tease her nipple into a tight bud. She arched her back, straining, like she was chasing down her release and had almost caught it.

      “Right there, oh God, don’t stop.” Her breath brushed against my ear.

      I had no intention of stopping. I was too far gone myself. What the hell was I doing? I was thirty years old, not some horny teen who couldn’t keep his dick in his pants. Somehow, knowing the elevator could start up at any minute and the doors might open made me even hotter for her. Any second I’d come inside her, this stranger who’d gotten me more turned on in the past hour than I’d been in the past year.

      As she dug her nails into my shoulder, she paused, her naked ass pressed against the wall. I watched as she let herself go, falling headfirst into her release, wringing every bit of pleasure from riding my cock.

      The way her mouth parted, the slightest smile playing at the corner of her lips, sent me hurtling after her. I pulled back and pumped into her one final time. My ass clenched, my balls tightened, and I free fell into my own orgasm, coming so hard my knees shook.

      Danica pressed hot, wet kisses against my cheeks, my eyelids, my mouth. Then she unwrapped her legs from around my waist and slid down the wall until her feet touched the ground.

      I pinched off the condom and tied a knot at the end. With nowhere else to put it, I slid it into my pocket. That was better than getting caught with it in my hand when the doors opened.

      Danica adjusted her shirt, unable to fully close the top since I’d pulled the button free. Then she released the stop button, and the elevator lurched before slowly beginning to rise. My fingers fumbled to button my pants and redo my belt buckle. As the elevator door opened, I tucked my shirt into my pants.

      That’s when I saw them.

      Her lacy black panties had landed on the floor on the other side of the elevator. I stepped over to the corner and covered them with my size fifteen dress shoe. I only wore them once or twice a year, usually at weddings. At least they’d come in handy today.

      “Ladies first.” I blocked the elevator door with my arm while she stepped out. “Do you think we’re still strangers?”

      “I’d say we just became fast friends.” She tilted her head to the side, her lips curving into a teasing smile.

      I’d probably never see her after tonight, the woman with the smart-ass mouth who smelled like sunshine and tasted like two of my favorite things. I wasn’t ready to let her go yet. As a couple stepped onto the elevator, I bent down to pick up the panties, sliding them into my pocket before anyone noticed.

      “So, friend… any chance you want to join me for a late-night cocktail?” I reached for her hand, then lifted it to my lips to kiss her knuckles.

      She wrinkled her nose, making her look like the perfect mix of sweet and sexy. “Only if we can skip the cocktail.”

      Resting my hand on the small of her back, I guided her down the hall to my room. I had no idea where she’d come from, but she’d pulled me out of a deep, narrow rut I’d been living in for the past eighteen months. Hell, I didn’t even know her last name. Didn’t even know if she’d given me her real first name.

      It didn’t matter.

      I pressed the key card against the door, a smile on my face and a spring in my step that hadn’t been there before.

      

      When I woke the next morning, she was gone. Not that I expected us to linger over coffee and breakfast in bed after the night we’d shared. But I at least thought I’d have the chance to get a last name. Maybe a phone number. I rolled over and inhaled the lingering scent of the tropics from her pillow.

      She’d been here. I hadn’t just imagined the gorgeous woman who’d reminded me of what had been missing in my life. Needing more proof that it hadn’t all been a dream, I reached for the pocket of the pants I’d tossed on the floor and pulled out her underwear.

      Hell, I might need to come to Knoxville more often. Wanting nothing more than to lie back in bed and relive every moment I’d spent exploring Danica’s curves, I closed my eyes.

      My phone buzzed on the bedside table. I cracked an eyelid. The screen lit up with my brother Vaughn’s text.

      
        
        Vaughn: What time will you be home?

      

        

      
        It was already seven-thirty, and I had a three-hour drive ahead of me.

      

        

      
        Me: Probably around noon, why?

      

        

      
        Vaughn: You’ll never believe the shit the Stewarts are pulling now.

      

        

      
        A ball of dread gathered momentum as it rolled around in my gut, just like a snowball multiplied in size on its way down a hill.

      

        

      
        Me: I’m almost afraid to ask.

      

        

      
        Vaughn: They’ve got a meeting on their calendar for nine on Monday morning.

      

        

      
        Me: So?

      

        

      
        Vaughn: It’s with a marketing exec. Some out-of-town consultant.

      

      

      I thought we’d reached a place where we could pause in the feud between our two families. Things had been uneventful over the past couple of months. I should have known they were working on something behind the scenes. Any tightness in my shoulders that had been relieved by my time with Danica faded away.

      Looked like I’d be working all weekend, trying to figure out what the Stewarts had planned, and how I’d be able to beat them at their own game.
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      I checked my lipstick in the rearview mirror. Hopefully, I looked every inch the professional business expert Jolene had made me out to be. Summoning my inner boss babe, I flung the car door open and set my foot on uneven ground. The gravel parking lot at the Devil’s Dance main offices was going to be tricky to navigate in the three-inch heels I’d chosen to wear today. With my ego badly bruised from my last job, I needed every boost of confidence I could gather.

      I’d be lucky if I didn’t twist my ankle on the rocks. Hopeful that no one was watching me through one of the windows facing the parking lot, I let go of the hood of my car and teetered toward the door. Today’s meeting was a chance for me to get to know more about Devil’s Dance, so I could help them figure out where to take their business from here.

      I didn’t like to go into a potential new client meeting without doing tons of research, but this had been a last-minute opportunity. Except for the whiskey lesson I’d received from the hottie I met at the hotel last week, I hadn’t had time to deep dive into the history of Devil’s Dance. Though I had bought a bottle of Devil’s Dance Deluxe, the whiskey Cole had me try.

      I’d sipped on it most of the weekend while I scoured the internet on information about the brand. The burn sliding down my throat reminded me of the hot time we spent in the elevator and the hours in his hotel room that followed. That was the most out-of-character move I’d made in my entire life, and I couldn’t get him out of my mind.

      Enough of that. I needed to focus. If this meeting went well, I could secure my first client and start making progress on my dream to establish my own agency. I stepped onto the concrete sidewalk in front of the building, grateful to have survived my trek through the minefield of gravel.

      The building spoke to the history of the distillery. Weathered wood covered the exterior, and two giant barrels overflowing with bright-colored flowers flanked the double front doors. Feeling like I was traveling back in time about a hundred years, I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

      It looked like an old general store with wooden plank walls and weathered floorboards. A reception desk sat directly in front of me, and bottles of the distillery’s offerings lined the shelves running along the walls.

      “Welcome to Devil’s Dance Distillery. Can I help you?” The woman wore a T-shirt with the distillery logo on it and sat behind an antique wooden counter.

      “Hi. I’m here for a nine o’clock meeting with Mr. Stewart.” Comfortable to be on more level footing, I crossed the room to stand next to the desk. The scent of whiskey floated through the air, another reminder of my weekend encounter with Cole. Thinking about him and the confidence I’d felt when I was with him made me straighten my back. I could do this.

      “Which one?” The woman offered a patient smile.

      “Oh, how many are there?”

      “Two. I’m assuming you’re meeting with Davis. He’s the co-manager of the distillery, along with Vaughn Bishop, of course.”

      Jolene hadn’t said anything about there being co-managers. It was a little too late to gather more details now, so I nodded. “Yes, Davis, the manager.”

      She tapped on her headset. “I’ll let him know you’re here.”

      “Thank you.” While I waited, I walked over to one of the displays on the wall. A black-and-white picture showed the front of the distillery, slightly different from the entrance I’d walked through a few moments ago, but still the same. This building must be the original office. It sure felt like it based on the antique look and feel of the place.

      “Ms. Watson, thanks so much for coming all this way.”

      I turned away from the photo to face the man with the deep, rich voice. He had on a pair of khaki pants and a long-sleeved shirt with the sleeves rolled up. His lips parted in a wide smile while his eyes drank me in.

      “Thanks for having me.” I took the hand he extended.

      “I’m Davis Stewart, manager of the distillery. We’ve got the conference room set up for our meeting this morning. You said it would be best to start off by talking to a just a few of us, so I invited my sister Harper to join in on the conversation.”

      “That sounds great.” He let my hand go, and I followed him through the door behind the reception area. I always liked to start a job by gathering info from just a couple of people. Getting too many opinions involved early on only complicated things.

      The conference room decor mimicked the lobby. Rough wooden slats covered the walls, and the table was a wide slab of wood. Bottles of whiskey sat on shelves along the walls, along with memorabilia and framed photos showing the history of the place through the years.

      “Ms. Watson, meet my sister Harper. She’s the master distiller here at Devil’s Dance.”

      Harper stood and reached across the table to take my hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Please, call me Danica.” There wasn’t anything formal about the distillery except me in my dark gray suit and red high heels. “It’s nice to meet you, too.”

      She sat down and scooted her chair closer to the table. “You come highly recommended by our mutual friend.”

      I took the chair directly across from her and reminded myself to breathe. “Jolene thinks the world of you. I’m thrilled we were able to connect.”

      “Can we get you anything to drink? Coffee? Water?” Davis asked.

      “I’d love a coffee. Black, please.”

      An attractive man with light brown hair and broad shoulders entered the room. There must be something in the limestone spring water the local distilleries bragged about around here. All the guys I’d seen so far were at least elevens on a scale from one to ten. His brow furrowed and his lips curved into a frown.

      “Miller,”—Davis let out a loud sigh—“before you get all bent out of shape, we’re just having a preliminary meeting with—”

      “A business consultant?” He held my card in his hand. The receptionist must have given it to him. “Why do we need a branding and business consultant?”

      “I never said we did.” Davis met the intruder’s dark look with one of his own.

      Harper got to her feet. “We’re looking into possibilities, that’s all.”

      Something about the man with the broad shoulders and flash of anger in his eyes seemed familiar, though I couldn’t quite place him. I’d never set foot in Beaver Bluff before last night, and the only person I’d spoken to beyond the team at the distillery was the proprietor of the bed-and-breakfast where I was staying.

      “Hi, I’m Danica Watson.” I pushed back from the table and stood, offering a hand on my way out of my chair.

      He ignored me, not even bothering to toss a glance in my direction.

      “Jesus, Miller. Be pissed at me if you want, but you don’t have to be so rude to our guest.” Davis shook his head.

      Instead of backing down, Miller moved to the doorway. “Cole, get in here. There’s someone I want you to meet.”

      Cole… the realization plowed into me. The man speaking had the same broad build, the same electrifying brown eyes, the same strong hands as the man I’d lost myself with in Knoxville.

      The same man who walked in the door.

      “What’s going on?”

      My cheeks flamed as I laid eyes on the hottie from the hotel. The hottie I wasn’t ever supposed to see again.

      I had to grip the edge of the table to keep from falling over. Breathing proved too difficult in the moment, and I struggled to take in some air.

      “You heard him. What’s going on?” Miller repeated.

      Cole hadn’t looked over at me yet. Who was he? Why was he here? Questions piled up faster than I could process them. The only thing I could comprehend was that the man I’d lost my panties to last Thursday night, the man I never thought I’d see again, was standing right in front of me.
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