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      Thank you for everything throughout the years. All y’all are simply rockstars to me!

      Love and hugs.

      Happy reading,

      ~Aliyah

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Cottonwood Falls Boxset

        Copyright © 2024 Aliyah Burke

      

        

      
        ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by an information storage and retrieval system-except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review to be printed in a magazine, newspaper, or on the Web-without permission in writing from the publisher or author. The unauthorized replication or allocation of any copyrighted work is illegal. File sharing is an international crime, prosecuted by the United States Department of Justice and the United States Border Patrol, Division of Cyber Crimes, in partnership with Interpol. Copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is punishable by up to five years in federal prison, a fine of $250,000 per reported instance, and seizure of computers.

        This book is a work of fiction. All characters, places and events are from the author’s imagination and should not be confused with fact. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, events or places is coincidental. All trademarks, service marks, registered trademarks, and registered service marks are the property of their respective owners and are used herein for identification purposes only.

        Published by: Sensual Romance Publishing

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INFERNO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          A SMOKEJUMPER, OPPOSITES ATTRACT, SMALL TOWN ROMANCE

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        To the readers, I hope you enjoy this installment of the Cottonwood Falls series. To my hubby, words can’t express how grateful I am for all your support. I love you. And, as always, last but never least, to the men and women who sacrifice so much of themselves to protect this country. God Bless You!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Chicago, IL

      “Checkmate.”

      Narrowing her eyes, Jazz Delahoussaye crossed her arms and huffed. “Are you sure?”

      She ran a critical check of the board before her. Surely there had to be a way to get out of this. She didn’t see one and looked up. The twinkling blue gaze of the man across from her gave her the answer she longed to ignore. If she didn’t enjoy his cranky ass so much she wouldn’t be out here playing this game. A game she was lousy at, getting better, yes, but still lousy.

      “Fine,” she groused. “You win.”

      “Again.” His grin was so wide it waggled his snowy mustache.

      The man reminded her of Donald Sutherland, only shorter. And heavier, not a lot, but a bit.

      She nodded with a fake scowl. “Again.” Her concession, playfully frustrated, had him smiling all over. “Tell me again why I agree to play this game with you?”

      “Because I’m a crotchety old man who only likes you, and if you didn’t play the game with me, I’d be sitting here all by myself.” He pointed a gnarled finger in her direction. “And, you love me.”

      “Humph.” She stared over the table at him from below her black leather newsboy. “You’re full of nothing more than a lot of bluster.” He is right, though. I do love him, the old coot. He was the father figure she’d never believed she would have in her life. When she’d left home, she hadn’t been looking for a man to step into that role but their lives had intersected and she respected him more than she cared to admit.

      “Nope.” He drank the coffee she’d brought him while using his other hand to reset the board. “Once more?”

      Despite the intense cold bite to the air which in her mind was promising more snow within the day, she readjusted on her seat and assisted him in setting up the board. Plus, like he said and he was right; she did love him.

      Helmutt Müller had a reputation of being a mean old bastard. She’d seen him be one to other people, but his offhand comments didn’t bother her, and one day, she’d been in the park and he’d been sitting alone at a table. So, she’d sat and asked if he wanted to play a game. They’d begun a budding friendship, one that had grown over the years until she truly did care for him. And, for that reason, she was willing to continue sitting outside in this Godforsaken, cold-ass, turn-titties-into-diamond-cutters weather.

      This is what happens when I move somewhere because of a man. Like that’s happening, again. Okay, I really need to stop thinking about Jason. He’s gone and done with. Not a man—if he can be called that—who deserves my thoughts and energy. She burrowed deeper into her thick coat and curved her fingers around the drink before her.

      “I should let you go first since you are lacking in intelligence.”

      She drank some hot chocolate, unperturbed by his comment. The exchange nothing more than their way of showing affection, she had no doubt the man supported her one hundred percent.

      “What does it say about you that you continue to ask me to play this damn game if I’m so lacking?” She cocked her eyebrow at him.

      He scowled. “You should respect your elders.”

      “And, you should have your mouth washed out with soap. Move your piece, old man, I’m cold.”

      “You find a man, get fat with babies, and you will be warm. But, maybe you are no good, and no man wants you.” He moved a pawn.

      She held his stare, pushing back more thoughts of Jason. “That’s probably it. Although, I could also say no man wants to put up with our relationship.” She moved her pawn.

      “You bring a good man around, and I may consider being nice to him. You bring thugs and stupid, whiny men. You need a real one.”

      “Right,” she said without taking her gaze off the board, she couldn’t do with allowing him anymore advantage than he already had on her. And that amount was considerable. “Now, I’m taking dating advice from you.”

      He pinned his gaze on her. “You should.”

      That drew her attention from the game. “No way, old man. You hit on a statue, two months ago, just up the street from here. I’m pretty confident I can do this myself.” She waggled her finger at him. “At least I go out with live breathing men and not ones made out of stone.”

      “Pygmalion was a story. Besides, I was making statement. I have woman. Am stud in bed.”

      She wasn’t touching that one and bit back her snort. “Reverting back to your broken English only works on occasion, and right now, it’s not.” Her cell rang, and she held up a finger before taking the call. “One moment. And I will say I’m shocked you know of Pygmalion.” She didn’t even check the caller ID, very few people called her. “Hello?”

      “Seriously? Is that how you answer the phone?”

      Jazz bit back her groan of distaste. “Carla,” she said in a false honeyed voice. “Did you call me all the way from your glass office for the sole purpose of correcting the way I answer my phone?” How the hell did this bitch get my number?

      “I just find it hard to believe your cousin is such a proper woman, and you…well, you’re you.”

      Of course, it would be Regina who gave her the number. Jazz reached for her drink, only to recall she’d already finished it. Damn it. For whatever reason, the hot chocolate I just finished isn’t in anyway going to be strong enough for what I’m about to deal with.

      “Carla, Carla, Carla. I’m sure for someone of your ilk, that was supposed to be an insult, yet, I’m so glad you think I’m me. Whew, I’d been concerned for some time now that I was becoming an uptight bitch like you. Worried about nothing other than my appearance and how those Hollywood stars would like me if I ran into one. Shoving my fat ass into clothes three sizes too small and tottering on heels that God wouldn’t put the devil in. Now that that’s all cleared up, why are you calling me?”

      Helmutt arched an eyebrow at her, but Jazz was far too annoyed to check herself.

      “You’re such a bitch.”

      Her opponent moved and she slid her knight to its next position on the board before returning her attention to the annoying call. “With a sunny disposition. Why are you calling me? Did something happen to Regina?”

      “No, your cousin is fine. She asked me to call you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re her secretary. That’s your job; stop sounding as if she asked you to scrub a dirty urinal with your tongue.”

      Across the table from her, Helmutt moved his knight and slapped the clock with more force than necessary. She glared at him before staring at the board and moved her bishop. The man hated when her attention wasn’t on the game.

      “That’s disgusting.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Carla. Tell me what she wants so we can end this damn call.”

      “She wants you to take over this project she has. She needs you to set up a photo shoot with a man. You have the month of September. She is emailing you all the details, and she said not to let you back out of it. You know some people—apparently some are handsome, so call one of them. Inside her email is the contact information of the photographer, Braden Nile, who will come and do the shoot. And, I reiterate, she said not to let her down.” Derision coated her tone. “If you think you can handle not disappointing her as you usually do.”

      “And, where is my cousin at, right now?” No longer feeling the cold around her, she had a painful throbbing in the back of her head. Anger began unfurling in her stomach. Time to get home and drink some wine, who cares if it was early in the morning.

      “Indisposed.” Carla’s tone grated. “Get it done.”

      The call ended, and Jazz shoved her phone back in her pocket. Her head pounded, and she longed to toss tables or smash things. Her cousin’s comments of how she always went off half-cocked echoed in her mind. Prob why she had Carla call, claiming she was indisposed.

      Why Regina put this on her, Jazz, couldn’t begin to fathom. What the fuck did she know about finding a model for a photo shoot? And, then, involving September. Did that matter? Probably. Her calendar didn’t have men on it, it had nothing other than the dates and her numerous notes.

      Gods, her head hurt, and she squinted. Her phone buzzed, and she whipped it out to see the information Carla-whore sent to her. Ready to chuck it all, she swore at the last line. FOR CHARITY.

      Damn her cousin for knowing how to get her to do this.

      Helmutt took her queen with his next move and tsked. “You are very distracted, today. I need good opponent.”

      She didn’t even attempt a smart comeback, her mind was overwhelmed by the call with Carla and what was now expected of her. Merely shrugged and tipped over her king. “I agree.”

      His expression sobered and he gave her his full attention. “You tell me your problem, I fix.”

      The sincerity in his tone instantly soothed the rougher edges of her rage. “I wish. If only it was that simple.”

      He leaned back and crossed his arms. “What is problem? You see, I can fix.”

      “My cousin, Regina. I told you about her—works for a big company and blah blah. Anyway, she’s on this committee, and, long story short, she made a promise in my name. One I don’t even know I can fulfill. I can’t let them down, though; it’s for charity. Which is why I know she stuck me with it. I can’t say no to a good cause.” No matter how much she wanted to turn it down.

      “Why did she make the promise?”

      Jazz gripped her travel mug, wishing for the briefest moment hers was a disposable cup so she could have some small satisfaction of crushing it. Or Carla’s head. I’d like to crush that as well. Like a melon. Or a zit. She’s more like a zit. Annoying and a pain to deal with. And it would give me immense pleasure to pop it.

      “Beats the crap out of me. Regina is always after me to do more, be more.”

      He righted the king she’d knocked over. “She thinks you underachieve.”

      “Now, your English is fine?”

      He pointed at her. “I help. I fix. We play chess, and you pay attention. Now, what you need?”

      Jazz tossed up her hands. “And, we’re back to broken English. All right, why not?” She leaned forward. “You really want to know what I need? Fine, I’ll tell you, but don’t say I didn’t warn you when you look at me like I’m flipping insane. I need a hot ass man who will be fine posing for a photo shoot. No money, it’s all for charity. I don’t know the photographer or anything about what he requires for a shoot.” She cupped her—still empty and now cold—mug. “So, still think you can fix it?”

      He set up the board, again. “Easy.”

      Jazz hesitated for a moment, a frown on her face. Then she leaned first to the left then right, gazing around him. Aside from the others at the tables, she didn’t see anyone new. “I’m sorry, there a man you’ve been hiding back there I don’t know about?”

      “No. You use my grandson, Bastian.” They began to play.

      Oh, this can’t be good. “Your grandson.” She sucked on her teeth and waited for Helmutt to make his next move. “He lives here in Chicago?”

      He glanced at her briefly. “No, Georgia.”

      At least it’s not Louisiana, although it’s closer there than here. “So, I should just fly down there and scour Georgia for your grandson?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Don’t be foolish. We go to hometown. I’ve not been there in years. Good to return.”

      She frowned, liking the direction of this conversation even less. “You want me to not only go to your hometown to find your grandson, but to top off this awesome fix you have for me, you now tell me you’re coming with me?”

      His grin was full of trouble. “Of course. It will be fun. We go next week. To Atlanta, first, rent car. I think you can drive. I see you, then. Must spend time with girlfriend first. She will miss her stud. Must to make her happy. Then we leave on Thursday. Get me good seat on plane. I have date; I see you later. You are in checkmate.” He walked off, leaving behind his empty cup and the board which sure as shittin’ showed her in checkmate.

      She allowed her head to settle on the edge of the granite table. “He’s never been back since I’ve known him. So how does he know his grandson will be the one to use for this? And why am I even considering this.” She whimpered. “Sweet Jesus, what have I just gotten myself into?”
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      Bastian Müller cracked his neck before planting his feet. “Ready when you are.” He stood at the front of the line and grinned at the ones across from him, separated by a large mud puddle. “Time to bring the sheriff’s department down.”

      “Good luck, Bas,” Vicki yelled from behind Tim, who was at the front of the row of law enforcement line. “Fire department hasn’t won in years, so we’re expecting more of the same.”

      He smirked. “I’ve not been here in years,” he retorted smugly. It was true, he’d only been back for a couple of months, having given up being a smokejumper. Not an easy decision for sure but he’d missed his hometown and had come back.

      “So, it’s been a while since you’ve a had a good facial by a bunch of red Georgia clay, then.”

      He sucked his teeth. “Ain’t happening, babycakes. You’re going in after Tim. Sorry, man, you’re going to be collateral damage.”

      “Stop yammering and start pulling!”

      The cry came from the crowd, and he focused on waiting for the starter pistol shot.

      He maintained but didn’t put everything into it until the toes of his boots were on the edge of the mud pit. The middle of winter and we’re doing this? I’ll be damned if I’m the one going in. “Put your backs into it!” he called to the firemen behind him before he did just that.

      His years of being a smokejumper and all he’d hauled, cut, and carried were coming into play. Moments later, Tim went in, and they blew the whistle, but Bastian wasn’t done. And continued pulling, hand over hand, until Vicki went face first in the mud.

      Mission accomplished. He smiled and shouted out congratulations to the men behind him who were whooping and hollering with their victory.

      His captain, Wayne Vincent, clapped him on the shoulder. “Nicely done, Bas. We’ve been trying to claim that back for a while now.”

      “Glad I could help. besides, I think they look great with that mud facial.”

      Only when his boss walked away, laughing and joking with some others did he release the rope. Hands on hips, he stared at the woman who used to be known as the “Princess of Cottonwood Falls”. Her daddy was the wealthiest man in town. Now, she was married to Chase Ellery, a boy from the wrong side of the tracks. And, they had a daughter.

      Time’s sure changed.

      Bastian strolled to the edge of the mud puddle and waited for her to push up. On her knees, she flicked mud from her eyes then glared at him. He saw her husband strolling closer, their daughter, Nitsa content in his arms.

      “Looks like we’re going to be cleaning a spot on a shelf for the trophy.”

      Vicki flipped him off then attempted to rise, but Tim pulled her back down. When she reached for Bastian, he automatically took her hand. Vicki yanked hard, and he fell forward, joining her in the cold mud. Then, she smacked a handful of it on him. Head and face.

      “Baptism by mud,” she chortled. “Welcome back to Georgia.”

      He sputtered and wiped his eyes. “You know I’ve been back for a while, right?” He surged to his feet, laughing, and hauled her up with him.

      She wrapped her arms around him and rested her muddy head against his shoulder. “Yes, but now, it’s official.”

      He pushed her back in the mud for that comment.

      “Asshole.”

      Bastian laughed. “Every day and then some, darlin’.” He strode to the edge and accepted the thick towel one of the volunteers handed him. Once his face and head were clean, he turned back to see Vicki kissing her hubby as he draped her with a large towel. He liked them as a couple, they fit. Being together had softened both of them up and the child, well, that changed everyone. Or so they told him.

      It was cold. Winter and they were having winter games. A Cottonwood Falls tradition. One he’d missed more than he cared to admit. Bastian wrapped the cotton around his shoulders and fought a shiver. Wet, cold, and muddy. He gave a sharp nod to one of the women who walked by with a saucy smile.

      “Want some warming up?” she tossed over her shoulder. “We could share some body heat.”

      “Hell, yeah,” he said, pivoting around with every intent on following her.

      However, he could have been knocked him over with a feather. His grandfather stood there, staring at him. He blinked a few times to ensure he actually saw what he thought he did.

      “Pops?”

      He’d not seen his grandfather in years since he left Cottonwood Falls. Hell, they didn’t do much in the way of communicating either. Okay, so they didn’t do any. He’d not talked to him since that day he left either.

      “You look a mess,” his grandfather said in German. No warmth in his tone, just blatant bluntness that had been his signature while Bastian had been growing up here.

      Bastian hadn’t spoken German since he left here and was a bit rusty, but he understood his grandfather’s statement. He responded in English. “Pops, what are you doing here?” He hurried to his side. “I thought you said you weren’t ever coming back?”

      Do I hug him? Probably not given how muddy I am.

      The man stepped back from him and ran his judgmental gaze over Bastian. “You need to go to the diner. I have friend there who needs help.”

      The move hurt and he gave himself a mental shake. What was I expecting? Him to be happy to see me? He abandoned us years ago. “Must be an important friend.”

      Bushy eyebrows went up. “You forget how to speak your language?”

      He clenched his jaw. “No. Who is she?” This time, Bastian spoke German and winced over how rough the words fell from his lips.

      “We go now.”

      “I’m in the middle of the town games. I’ll stop by when we’re done.” Sure, it was nice that his grandfather was back but he wasn’t dropping everything to go talk to the man who’d been out of his life for years.

      His grandfather raked his gaze over Bastian, from head to toe, before walking away. His shoulders were straight as if he were in uniform and still in the service.

      “Good to see you, too, Pops,” he grumbled, sarcastically. Damn man could still make him feel as if he were in knickers awaiting punishment.

      He waited beside Vicki and Chase as the kids took their turn on the rope. The cheers and screams grew louder as the girls were pulled in to the mud waiting for the losers.

      “Wasn’t that your grandfather?” Vicki asked. “He’s not been back for a long time.”

      “Yes.” He crossed his arms. “Bit of a shock.” My parents probably don’t even know he’s here, especially given how tempestuous their relationship is with one another.

      She looked right and left with her blue eyes. “Where’d he go?”

      “He came by to tell me he needed me at the diner to help a friend of his. Odd because I never thought the old bastard had any friends.” He shrugged, side-eyeing the kid. “Sorry.”

      “Please, like the kid doesn’t hear worse than that with the father he has,” she said with a smile. Chase arched a brow at her but kept his comments to himself.

      Chase and Bastian hadn’t been friends by any means but they hadn’t been enemies either and he was truly happy for his friend Vicki to have found a man that loved her unconditionally.

      Helmutt wasn’t an affectionate man, by any stretch of the imagination. Bastian had never felt love from the man like some other friends had talked about. As he’d gotten older, he’d come upon his grandfather crying over his dead wife’s picture. Bastian realized, then, the older man did have feelings, but no one was going to get them other than that woman. Except, now, apparently this friend of his. If it’s important enough for him to come back here to this town in order to secure my assistance. Although it begs the question, how he knew I had come back to Cottonwood Falls?

      After the mud, they took the time to warm up with hot chocolate and coffee as the next event was readied.

      “Bastian!” A long-legged redhead beckoned him over. Susie I think is her name. “I can’t do this challenge on my own.”

      “You know she only wants to be pressed against you.”

      He grinned at Vicki then waggled his eyebrows. “Why do you think I took her as a partner?”

      “Such a manwhore,” she said.

      “Proudly.” He sauntered off and tied his leg to the voluptuous redhead’s. Even though he’d said what he had to Vicki, he had zero intention of taking his sack-racing partner up on it.

      They didn’t win, but he had fun. The remaining mud had started drying on him, and he was beginning to breathe hard by the end of the day’s festivities. Just a reminder of why he could no longer be a smokejumper. His lungs wouldn’t let him exert the energy he needed to do that anymore. Bitterness began to sneak in and he battled it back. He couldn’t be angry and faced with the choice again, he would make the same decision without hesitation.

      “Coming to my place?” Layla asked, trailing her fingers along one pectoral.

      He cupped her cheek, seeing how delicate she was compared to him. Not Susie at all. Layla is a bit different. “Sorry, my grandfather just got into town. I need to go visit with him.” And as an encore I’m going to chew glass bottles just for fun.

      “Get tired of being with him, you know where I live.” She sashayed off, an extra swing in her hips.

      “Right, ‘cause after dealing with that ball buster, I’ll be all up for a good fuck,” he mumbled, heading to his SUV. He didn’t know where she lived, hung out sure. But not where she lived.

      He waved at Grey Sorenson as he jogged by, pausing when the man flagged him down.

      “How the hell are you doing, Navy man?” he asked, shaking Grey’s hand. “Been a long time.”

      Grey raked a hand through his long hair. “Sure has. I’m good enough. How about you? Still jumping out of perfectly good aircraft to land behind the lines of a fire?”

      His heart ached for a brief moment as he missed his job. “We both do it. Well, not me, anymore. And at least the fires are shooting at me with RPGs and the like.”

      Understanding filled Grey’s aquamarine gaze. “I’d heard you’d come home to the small-town life. They make you chief, yet?”

      Bastian grinned banishing the sorrow which attempted to creep into his mood. “No way. I’m a simple fireman, now. I’ve got no designs on Wayne’s job.” He opened the door to his Expedition. “I have to get to an appointment at the diner. Are you around for a while, so we can catch up?”

      “Pizza, tomorrow night?”

      “Absolutely. Meet you at TJ’s around seven?”

      Grey nodded. “Roger that.”

      Another wave and Bastian climbed in. He started the engine and put it into gear before heading to his destination. Once he’d parked in the well-known diner’s parking lot, he rooted around in his bag for a clean shirt. Wasn’t much he could do now about the pants, aside from knock off as much dried mud as he could muster to free. He tugged the clean top on over his head as he strode over the asphalt. Should have grabbed a jacket while I was at it. This damn weather is still cold.

      A woman stood outside on the phone, staring at him with a humorous blend of horror and shock. Or so he figured, given her expression.

      “I don’t know,” she said in crisp words as he neared. “I’m giving it five more minutes; then, I’m leaving. I don’t care, Regina, not even for the tiniest little fuck. Charity or not, my ass is leaving. I never should have come on this foolish endeavor.”

      He winked at her. Cute little thing even with the scowling expression. She had a pale pink leather newsboy on her head and wore an oversized zippered gray hoodie with “Shreveport” written across the front. Her jeans fit snugly, showing off nice legs and an ass. She had tennis shoes on, toes turned in toward each other.

      Exasperation filled her features as her phone call continued. With a curse, she pulled the phone from her ear and shoved it in her pocket then stormed back to the door. He lengthened his stride and reached the door the same time she did and held it for her.

      “Thank you.” Her tone was curt.

      He entered and scoured the area for his grandfather. The old codger sat in the back. Striding up to him, he slid over the naguahyde bench seat. They stared at each other until his grandfather yawned.

      “Have you gone to see Ma and Da?”

      “No.”

      Such finality in that single word.

      Bastian poured himself some coffee, using one of the overturned mugs. Adding a liberal dose of sugar and cream, he stirred it until the liquid appeared properly mixed. Not exactly the welcome I would have expected from my own grandfather after fifteen years of absence. Perhaps a hug or a pat on the shoulder, but no, true to form he’s ornery and sharp as a razor. Friendly as one too.

      He took a drink and swallowed. “You said you needed my help. I’m here. What with?”

      “I promise friend you help.”

      An itch between his shoulder blades was born and grew as quickly as a fire could turn. “Doing what?”

      He shrugged, and Bastian groaned.

      “Very well. Where is your friend?”

      His grandfather pointed, and Bastian turned in the seat to see. The same woman he’d held the door for was on her way back outside.

      Facing his Pops again, he lifted one eyebrow. “Really? You befriended a young black woman?”

      “Why shocked? I no racist.”

      “Because you’re an old crotchety ass.”

      His lips thinned below his mustache. “Go talk. Her name, Jazz.”

      Bastian finished his drink and pushed to his feet. Suspicious? Definitely. His Pops used to speak English well. I’m going to regret this. He slowed on his way to the door, pausing once to glance over his shoulder. The old man shooed him along with an impatient gesture. Back outside, Bastian maneuvered behind her. The phone was back to her ear.

      “Because I’m not happy, Regina. I’m not even sure what his grandson looks like. I’m surrounded by hillbillies.”

      He cleared his throat. She turned slowly before her eyes widened as she gazed him over.

      “I have to go,” she muttered, then returned the phone to her pocket. “Can I help you?”

      Her voice was husky with an accent that was familiar, but he couldn’t quite place, at the moment.

      He almost smiled. “I believe I’m the hillbilly supposed to help you.”
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      Jazz knew she should be mortified, but for the time being, she was trying to remember how to talk without allowing her tongue to roll out like a welcome mat. This is Helmutt’s grandson? Holy fuck he’s fine. Better than fine. This was the same man who’d tugged on a shirt as he strode up to the diner, allowing her visual access to his hard torso. Unfortunately, that was a vision she couldn’t follow up by touch.

      He crossed his arms and scowled. “What are you up to?”

      She frowned taken aback by the attack. “Up to? Nothing. I’m here because Helmutt said his grandson would help me with my problem.” Lord, this man ain’t helpful to my ovaries.

      “You call him Helmutt?”

      “It’s his name.” Here’s hoping that came out as a statement and not the fact now I’m even questioning it.

      “Do you speak German?”

      She furrowed her brow. “Why does that matter if I speak German or not? Am I not supposed to because of the color of my skin? For your information, I’ve learned a few words being around him but no, I’m not fluent in the language.” She narrowed her gaze. “Do you?”

      “Because his English is so bad.”

      She snorted not pointing out he ignored her asking if he spoke the language. “He speaks perfect English until he plays his broken English card. Don’t you know that? When did you see him last?”

      “Over ten years. I haven’t seen my grandfather since he left here, vowing never to come back. So, I’ll ask again—what are you up to?”

      Her irritation grew. “You should really drop that accusatory tone. I’m not up to anything. Plus, he invited himself along; it didn’t come from me.”

      “Let’s go talk to him, then.” He gestured for her to go in first.

      Her phone vibrated, and she ignored it, brushing into the diner. She was starving and planned on ordering this time around. At the bench, she stared at the man behind her. Big. Brawny.

      “Move over,” she said to Helmutt. He frowned. “Old man,” she warned.

      Helmutt muttered but slid over. His grandson took the other side. She swallowed. I’d be nothing more than pudding next to him.

      The waitress sauntered over and smiled coquettishly at the grandson. I should maybe learn his name. Always good to put a name to my fantasies. As opposed to B.O.B.

      “Hey, Bastian,” she damn near cooed.

      “Milly, darlin’,” he said, brushing a kiss over the back of her hand.

      Get a room.

      Helmutt frowned. “Are you girlfriend?”

      Milly gave a smile. “Not yet.”

      Jazz hid her amusement at Helmutt’s bluntness.

      Anyone listening would have been able to hear the hope in her words.

      “So, then, do job. Take order,” Helmutt snapped.

      “Be nice,” Jazz reprimanded, although she agreed with him. “Remember what I said on the plane and again in the car.”

      He harrumphed. Bastian—she liked the name—cocked a brow at her. Seems shocked I’m talking like this to his grandfather. Milly took their orders, and after she left, Helmutt’s grandson gazed at Jazz, again. She poured some coffee and added sugar. Silence reigned between them all for a while.

      “Plan on telling me what this is about?” Bastian’s deep voice cut the tension between them.

      Nope, not if she could help it.

      Helmutt glanced at her. “Tell him. You two work together, maybe I get great-grandbabies.”

      It was a good thing she’d yet to take a drink, because he’d be wearing it, for sure.

      “Don’t push it, old man,” she uttered.

      Bastian smiled at her. One which curled her toes in her shoes. God damn! If he does that again, I may pop out a few just on principle alone. No one has the right to be so fucking potent.

      “Babies would be fine, Pops, but maybe she’d like to know me a bit more than she does now.”

      “What’s to know? She single, not ugly. You single, not ugly. You good man, and she date losers.” He waved his hand around as if he’d just made a proclamation.

      She wanted to sink below the floor. No one spoke until the time Milly brought out their food. Bastian gave the other woman another wink as he reached for the salt. Jazz pressed her lips, flattening them, unsure why his flirting was bothering her so much.

      Liar. I’m pissed because it’s not directed at me. This is insane. I’m officially off my rocker and need medication, no reason on God’s green earth why I should be jealous a man I just met is flirting with another woman. He’s not mine.

      Her mental pep talk didn’t help anything for her gut still churned with an ugly mixture of jealousy and possessiveness. A feeling she had no right to, either of them.

      “You free later, Bastian?” Milly questioned as her boobs grazed his arm. Jazz bit back a growl of displeasure.

      “Nope.” He gestured over the table. “This is the mother of my as of yet unborn children. Figured I’d get to know her—oh, I don’t know, learn her last name, at least.”

      “But, you were just with Layla Jo.”

      He put his heated gaze on Jazz. “Just found out Jazz and I need to give my Pops here great-grandbabies.”

      Jazz was mortified, but when she witnessed the pain flash over Helmutt’s expression, it segued into instant anger. He may be a cantankerous old coot but he was her cantankerous old coot. Grandson or not, Bastian damn well better treat Helmutt better than that.

      “Have you no respect for your elders?” Jazz snapped, uncaring they were in public.

      He narrowed his gaze on her, and she mimicked him.

      “The man—”

      “Is still your grandfather.” She glared at the waitress. “Don’t you have work to do? Elsewhere?”

      Milly huffed and hurried off. Bastian flicked his glance between them. “You’re…” He shook his head. “So, you want babies with this hillbilly?”

      “I have no use for your sperm,” she spat, fingers clenching around the fork. “I’m here because your grandfather said you’d help.” Hungry or not, if she stayed, Helmutt’s grandson would have a fork in his eye. “Never mind, I’ll find someone else.” She stomped off, wishing there was a gym nearby.

      Outside, on her way to her rental car, her phone vibrated, again. She whipped it out, snorted and shoved it back in her pocket. Unlocking the door, she climbed in the Challenger and headed for her motel.

      She paced once she made it back to her room. “Arrogant, evil— What?” she bit off into her phone once it vibrated, again.

      “Tell me good news, Jazz.”

      She prayed for patience. “I’m still working on it,” she growled to her cousin. “This is your project; why did you dump it on me?”

      “I’m doing you a favor, Jazz. Your parents will be so proud to know you’re doing more than working to just get by.”

      She kicked her bag then swore mentally at the radiating pain shooting up her toe. “They—as do all of you—have your own opinion of me. And, we both know I don’t give a damn what he or his new wife thinks of me.” She wasn’t about to go into her life in Chicago just to appease the nosiness of her family.

      Regina heaved a dramatic sigh, and Jazz hopped to the small chair in the corner, well aware her cousin was gearing up for another lecture.

      “I’m looking out for you, Jazz. You can come to New York City. I’ll give you a job here. Just something to do that’s worthwhile.”

      “I am doing worthwhile work, Regina. And, I have no wish to end up like your bitchy secretary. Excuse me, your assistant.”

      “That’s another subject. Could you be nice to her?”

      She rubbed her toe after removing her shoe. Damn thing didn’t protect my toe at all. “Could? Yes. Will I? Hell, no.”

      “Jazz.”

      “Regina,” she whined right back.

      Someone knocked on the door, and she hobbled over there, still only in one shoe. Who would be at her room? Presumably Helmutt was still with his arrogant, rude, hot as fuck grandson. Yanking the door open, she gulped. Bastian stood there. The oxygen around her faded, and she fought to breathe. What’d he do, leave immediately after me and follow me here?

      “This project is important to me, Jazz.”

      “I know it’s important to you, Regina.” She truly did. And, she would do her best not to let her down. “I said I’m working on getting you your model for this project. Working on it, as in haven’t completed it.”

      Bastian plucked the phone from her hand and put it to his ear. “I hate to break up this call, but Jazz and I have some things to discuss about the photo shoot.” He made a few uh huhs, all without releasing her gaze, although his had heated considerably. “Exactly, I’m the model she’s got for the calendar. She’ll call you back later.”

      He ended the call and tossed the phone back to her, eyes raking up and down her body. “Don’t let me stop you from undressing.” He stepped in and closed the door behind him. “I’m fine with you being naked.”

      “What are you doing here? And I’m not undressing.” Despite her retort, her body had other ideas. Thank God I’m wearing a hoodie, and he can’t see how pointed my nipples are, right now.

      “Pity. After you stormed out, Pops lectured me but good. So, here I am. What say you and I figure out how this is going to work?”

      He strolled farther into the motel room and sat on the edge of her bed, crossing his arms and sending her a look, one she took as a dare.

      Shit. I’m in trouble. Is it so wrong I just want to climb him? Then do things to him I shouldn’t even be entertaining.

      

      Bastian put his hands on the mattress behind him and watched the woman in the room with him. Her frustration with the entire situation showed all over her features, but he admired her restraint. Brown eyes sparked with emotion, and she occasionally chewed on the inside of her cheek. I have the feeling she’s close to the end of that particular rope, however. She held a shoe in one hand, showing off a bright pink sock with its white toes and heel.

      “I don’t have time for games,” she stated, glaring at him.

      “And, you think I do? I was out playing games earlier. Haven’t even had food. Neither have you, considering how you stormed out of the diner without eating. So, here’s my proposition. We go out to eat, and you explain all of this to me in a calm, rational manner.”

      “You say that in a condescending way, like I am not being calm or rational.” She dropped her shoe and positioned her foot to shove back in it.

      “I’m not the one who stormed out of the diner.”

      She narrowed her gaze on him, apparently forgetting about the shoe as she scowled. “No, you’re the one who was disrespectful to your grandfather. And he’s my friend, I won’t put up with it, not even by someone he calls family.”

      Seriously? “Come here.”

      Her entire body went rigid and she fisted her hands. “Do you see a dog collar on this neck? Because I don’t respond like that.”

      “Christ, woman, are you going to make everything this difficult?” He rose and went to her. Crossing to her side in three steps. She smelled fresh and clean, no cloying artificial scent. He liked it. Were he to pull her close to him, she would tuck into him nicely.

      She took several deep breaths and said, “I’m sorry. I will try to be nicer.”

      “Those words sounded dragged out of you,” he murmured, leaning closer until he brushed her hair with the side of his face. “Being nice that hard for you to accomplish?”

      “I don’t know you from Adam. Your grandfather invited himself along after telling me you would help me. I don’t have a God damn clue about what is even needed for a photo shoot, and if I don’t deliver on this, my cousin is going to lose her flipping shit. Not that she should have put it on me to begin with. I mean, after all, I’m just the fucking family punching bag loser.” She threw up her hands and walked away from him.

      Okay, so there’s a lot more going on here. He gripped her arm and drew her back against him. “Darlin’, you’re about to hyperventilate. Calm down and take deep breaths.”

      Her dark skin had lost color as her chest heaved with her attempts to pull in oxygen. He led her back to the bed and sat her on the edge.

      “Deep breaths,” he stated once more. “Slowly.” He crouched before her, hands on her thighs as she continued to struggle. “Concentrate on your breathing.”

      It began to slow. Her phone rang, and he noticed immediately how her breathing increased when she reached for it. He moved the item out of the way, so she couldn’t get to it. “Look at me.” Her attention swung back to him, expression scattered. He settled his hand on the side of her face. “Good, stay with me. Deep breaths. Do as I am.”

      Five minutes later and her color had returned. Her breathing had gone back to a much more relaxed tempo. Focus inched into her gaze.

      “I’m fine.” He didn’t move, remaining crouched between her legs. “You can back away.”

      Slowly, he returned to his feet, not backing off, however. “Does that happen a lot?”

      “No.”

      She touched the corners of her mouth. He went to bring her a bottle of water from the table. Bastian opened it and handed it off. She drank heavily until he took the bottle away.

      “So, dinner?”

      Her phone rang again, and he stared at her face, observing her debating if she should answer it or not. “Why not? What about your grandfather?” She didn’t make a move for it.

      “He’s on his own. This is between us.” He held out his hand. “Come on.”

      She ignored his hand and went to the door. He turned and, right as she opened the door, said, “Would you like your shoe?”

      Fire sparked in her gaze. “I need to drink,” she said, walking back to him where she snatched the shoe from his grasp.

      “I think we can get you a drink.”

      She gazed at him as she hopped on one foot, shoving her shoe on the other. “I didn’t say a drink. I said to drink.” She wriggled her foot then marched to the door once more.

      “So, you did,” he conceded.

      What an interesting woman. He shut her door behind him, checked the lock then joined her in the parking lot.

      “Are you up for trying the diner, once more?”

      “I’ll meet you there.”

      He latched an arm around her waist, securing her to him. his body reacted instantly, cock hardening as desire slammed into him. “No need. I’ll drive you and bring you back.”

      “Not necessary.”

      “It’s called hospitality.” He opened the door of his Expedition and ushered her in. Not to mention it’s a way for me to keep an eye on you. I think if I let you drive, you’d be gone after five minutes.

      She muttered under her breath, and he hid his grin. Jazz wasn’t happy. In that second, he decided the diner wasn’t the place to go. He took her to a different establishment this time, and held the door for her. It may work out better and while Cottonwood Falls didn’t have a lot of variety, they had a bit. Nodding at the familiar faces, he kept his hand on the small of her back and led her to a booth by a window.

      “Heard that Pops was back,” Wendy called out as he slid over the cracked vinyl seat. “Where is he?”

      “Not sure,” Bastian replied.

      She quirked a brow. “I see. Be right with you two.”

      Bastian pushed a menu at Jazz, staring at her short, unpolished nails as she made her choice. Wendy sauntered up with a smile.

      “Y’all ready to order or you need longer?”

      “Jazz?” he asked.

      “I’m ready. Sweet tea with lemon and mint. The hot roast beef sandwich please.” She stuck the menu back along the side, behind the napkin holder and salt and pepper shakers. He approved how she didn’t just try to order a salad. But then, it was dates who did that with him as if to show him they wouldn’t ever put on a pound. This…with Jazz, whatever it was, most definitely couldn’t be classified as a date.

      Wendy turned her green eyes to him, waiting.

      “Sirloin, medium. Mixed veggies and baked loaded potato. And a Bud.”

      “You got it. I’ll be right back with your drinks.” She walked away. He loved the food here and appreciated how Wendy was all business. It was her establishment and she was no nonsense.

      The silence reigned until Wendy returned to set the beverages before them. Once she left them alone, he took a drink of his beer, eyes locked on the woman across from him as he swallowed his brew.

      “What’s the deal with you and my Pops? How did that come about?”

      

      Jazz leaned back and rotated her ankles. The smells from the restaurant had her mouth watering. Now that her anger had smoothed out a bit, her hunger had grown exponentially.

      “We hang out and play chess together.”

      He arched a brow. “What the hell possessed you to do that? He’s not exactly known for his cheerful attitude.”

      This time his words held no hint of anything accusatory, so she didn’t address it. “Neither am I.”

      Sipping her tea, she smiled. One of the things she liked about Helmutt was his blatant truth telling; the man didn’t hide his true feelings about anything.

      “We’re both blunt and straightforward. We dish it out and we can take it. From that first day I sat with him and on, I made it to the park a few times a week. It’s become our ritual because he’s important to me. So busy or not, I make time to spend with him.” Okay, so there was some accusation in that last bit.

      “With the boyfriends he didn’t approve of.”

      “Like you said, he’s not really that friendly.” She didn’t wish to speak about her poor choices in men with anyone. Least of all to a man who made her think naughty, dirty thoughts. Lots of them. Table sex, wall sex, shower sex. Anywhere and everywhere sex. She shifted on the seat and tried desperately to rein in her rampaging thoughts.

      He grunted—a totally sexy sound—and smiled as his plate was set before him. “So, what do you know about the shoot? Where it going to be and for when?”

      “Thank you,” she stated to Wendy. She picked up the salt and added it. Once they were alone, she looked at him once more. “Beats me. I don’t have a clue. I don’t know anything about this type of thing.” After cleaning her fork on an extra napkin, she took a bit of the creamy mashed potatoes. “She—my cousin—sent me all the deets.” Technically Carla did, but why bring her into this.

      Withdrawing her phone, she pulled up the document she’d received on the task.

      “What’s it say?”

      “Gives me the name of the photographer. His name is Braden Nile. It says he will come to me, wherever I find the guy for the shoot. I just have to book him and let him know the where and when.”

      “How did this come about?”

      “Huh?” She glanced at him.

      He gestured with his fork. “This entire thing. How did it come about? Doesn’t seem to be your thing.”

      She blinked a few times as she wrangled her thoughts away from naked limbs entwined and sex scented air. “Most definitely isn’t my kind of thing. My cousin is on a committee for Helping Hands Caring Hearts. The one who put the committee together—her name is Tamela Harvin—is having them do it, and my cousin decided I would be the one to take care of her month.”

      His lips twitched. “How magnanimous of her.”

      Jazz flashed him a grin. “Not quite the word I used, but sure, we can go with that one.”

      He drank some beer and she stared at the movement of his throat as he swallowed. Wasn’t fair that even that simple motion turned her on.

      “Aren’t you going to question how my redneck brain could come up with a big word?”

      She wagged a finger at him. “I never called you redneck. My term was hillbilly. And one of the smartest men I know is a hillbilly, so smarts isn’t the issue.”

      “Right, it was looks.”

      “Not for me, but apparently, for a calendar, I have to have a hot, sexy male.”

      This time, his grin did more wicked things to her parts that had been ignored for far too long.

      “So, she gave you no ideas on the shoot?”

      “Of course not. She said to use my imagination and make it hot.” What the hell do I know about this? I don’t have any male calendars up in my home or work. I’m so far out of my league it’s not even funny.

      “Well, now, that could be fun.”

      She met his gaze, doing her best not to be affected by the look of merriment in his eyes. “Fun?”

      “Definitely.” He held her stare. “Chocolate. Whipped cream. This shoot could be fun.”

      Sucking chocolate off his…

      She swallowed hard. “I can’t speak for the photographer, but I don’t know if he’s into that.”

      He cocked a dark brow as he lifted the bottle back to his lips. Lucky damn bottle.

      “Are you?”

      “Don’t think we know one another well enough for me to be answering that.”

      “Really? According to Pops, we need to be working on great-grandbabies for him.”

      She licked the prongs of her fork. “Which can be affected in a hospital very simply,” she deadpanned.

      He winced. “Ouch.”

      She ate more of her dinner. “Factual.” She sighed. “Are you sure you’re up to this? I haven’t any clue when he’s coming—when he’d be able to come. I’m confident you won’t be paid for it.”

      He ate some veggies before leaning back, beer in hand.

      Good lord, they don’t make men like him anymore. At least she sure didn’t see them in Chicago. She held her tongue as he gazed at her. Bottle dangling from his long fingers, he sat forward, elbows on the table.

      “I’ll do this for you, no need to worry about the cost, on one condition.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Which would be?”

      “You stay until it’s done.”

      The back of her neck prickled. “Why? I’m not integral to the pictures. I can fly back down to meet you and the photographer when the time comes, although I fail to see why I would be needed here.”

      “Nope. I’ll do it, but you have to stay in Cottonwood Falls until it’s completed.”

      He wore a smug expression, and she put her fork down. “What’s the point?” Another person who thinks I don’t do a damn thing and can just jaunt around the world on a whim.

      “Pops will stay if you do. I want him around. I want to get to know my grandfather, again.”

      He made the statement so causally, she almost believed him. But almost lingered leagues away from actuality and with her track record and men, she didn’t have the inclination to believe the sincere sounding words. The second the thought dashed through her mind, she reprimanded herself, while Bastian may not be a man she knew well enough to trust, she did know Helmutt and she would have had to have been blind to miss the way he stared at his grandson. Christ, I’m not Dr. Phil, it’s not my job to put a family back together. Not to mention the way I am with mine, hell I don’t even claim them, so how do I know about this?

      “And, what am I to do, stay with you?”

      His gaze blazed. He leaned closer and his decadent scent wafting around him had her gut tightening. “You can stay with me, if you like. Even in my bed.”

      Her pussy clenched. “Look at you all about getting those babies.”

      “At least the practice.”

      Lord, to indulge. Just once. Not happening. “So, the only way I keep you”—his eyes flared with hunger—“for the photo shoot is to stay as well until it’s over.”

      His grin was sin incarnate. “Exactly.”

      She crossed her arms as the back of the booth met her spine. “Deal. But, I will stay at a motel. Your grandfather’s care is up to you and your family. It would be good for him to be with family.” One of us should be. But, I have no desire to be around mine.
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