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The Power of Inspiration

Back in October, Shauna Kruse posted some gorgeous man-candy in the form of a photo of Justin James Cadwell, and she talked about the fact he didn’t have a cover yet.

That was it...INSPIRATION STRUCK!

BUT there was no way I had time to write another series in my already over-packed writing schedule. But I had an idea for Justin...and for a new series, The Male Model Chronicles...that just wouldn’t let go.

Eleven days later, I was typing THE END on the first draft of Justin.

I never planned to write this series, but I’m so glad that Shauna inspired and pushed me to do it anyway. Huge THANK YOU to her, her models, and all of you who seem just as excited about this series as I am.

I hope you enjoy Justin, the first installment of the Male Model Chronicles. Just remember...while Justin and Shauna and all the Male Models are real people...this is a fictional series. Pretty much every other thing in these stories comes entirely from my (overactive) imagination.
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Chapter One
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How the hell could she be in the suburbs of Seattle without a single coffee shop in sight? Three hours of interrupted sleep wasn’t cutting it this morning. After a night of never-ending calls from her boss making inconsequential little demands, Tara Malone needed caffeine for her system—stat. Otherwise she was liable to kill someone.

She opened the new Coffee Quest App she’d recently created and loaded onto the vehicle’s navigation system via her cell phone. Trying to keep one eye on the road, the majority of her focus stayed on the screen filled with the little coffee cup flags signifying the blissful, needed, and essential-for-the-functioning-of-life caffeine. 

Good, it looked like the app worked within the parameters she’d created. Finally she spotted the coffee shop closest to her location and tried to figure out where she needed to turn. Her Bluetooth system rang and the screen blanked to read Satan’s Mistress.

“No!” Tara wailed as she scrambled to block the call so she could get back to the Coffee Quest App. But as the program lit up the screen again, Tara’s car jumped the curb. She slammed on her brakes. Her gaze flew to the windshield to the horrifying view of a gorgeous man crumpling in front of her car as her bumper slammed into him. 

“Oh shit,” Tara whispered into the quiet of the car. “I just killed someone.” 

She really should not be allowed to operate heavy machinery without caffeine.

***
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Justin James Cadwell opened his eyes to heaven. His angel had curly red hair trying to escape the confines of her fancy up-do. Little wisps of red floated around her face, radiating in the light of the morning sun. Her skin was pale and smooth as porcelain with just a light dusting of freckles across her nose. Weren’t redheads supposed to have more freckles than that? Maybe the sun didn’t damage skin in heaven and the freckles were just for decoration. Her full lips were pale and she chewed on the lower one as she looked at him with worry filling her beautiful, turquoise blue eyes. Wait, why did she seem upset? Heaven was supposed to be a happy place. 

And just like that, the pain slammed into him, stealing his breath. “Ungh,” he groaned as pain radiated up his arms into his chest. He tried to hold the nausea at bay, because throwing up from the force of this pain sure as hell wouldn’t help it any.

“I’m so, so sorry.” Her voice caught on a little sob. “Please don’t die. Oh God. I can’t believe I hit you. You have to be okay.” She glanced frantically down his supine body and then swallowed hard as she focused on his arm. “Wow,” she said, the word trembling. “Who would guess a bone could stick that far out of a body and still be attached?” 

With a curious detachment, he’d noticed her voice grow weaker and weaker, but then what she said sank in. He jerked his head to look down to where most of his pain centered. He blanched at the sight.

Yep, that couldn’t be good. His right arm bone stuck out at his wrist in a puddle of blood and gore. Black spots encroached on his vision, and he quickly closed his eyes and dropped his head back down to the ground where he lay. 

“Don’t worry. An ambulance is coming,” she said.

It was time to think about something else, so he refocused on the girl. Even with all the pain and this bizarre circumstance, she looked so beautiful, although deathly pale.

“What’s your name?” he asked her.

Those turquoise eyes were so expressive as they widened in shock. “T...Tara,” she stammered. She glanced again over his injured body and even though he wouldn’t have thought it was possible, she paled further. If she kept that up, she’d be passed out on the ground beside him. 

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

“Hey, shh, it’s okay. It was an accident right?” Her pupils began to dilate like she was going into shock. Maybe she’d hit her head on her steering wheel or something. “Hey, Tara, look at me.” 

She complied with the demanding tone of his voice and met his gaze, but then her eyes widened with shock. “Oh, shit, you’re Justin James, aren’t you?” She winced and then glanced down his body again, but this time instead of looking at his mangled arms, her eyes lingered on his bare torso. 

As a male model, his cut physique had earned him quite a following especially in the romance community where he graced several book covers. She probably knew his name because of that. He’d been running shirtless because it wouldn’t do for him to have tan lines, and the sudden high color on her cheeks showed she appreciated the fact. No matter what caused it, he was happy to see her looking less pale. In fact, he liked that expression on her face a lot. 

Who would have thought he could get turned on while in this much pain? 

When she met his eyes, hers filled with tears. He wanted to reach toward her to comfort her, but his left arm wasn’t feeling much better than his right. He hadn’t been brave enough to check that one for protruding parts yet.

He didn’t want his angel to cry. They both could use a distraction while they waited for the police and ambulance. “If I don’t die, will you go to dinner with me?” He’d been kidding about the dying part. Hell yeah, he hurt, but there was nothing life threatening here. His training as a fireman had taught him that much. But he wasn’t kidding about the date part. 

She began shaking her head frantically, suddenly panicked. “Oh, God, you hit your head too, didn’t you?”

He needed her to relax a little bit so he had tried to crack a joke. Obviously a really bad one based upon her reaction.

Before he had a chance to answer, an ambulance pulled up, and Tara rushed over to guide the paramedics to him. He could finally relax. Her heart-shaped ass walked away from him in a black pencil skirt that cupped her curves perfectly. So hot especially combined with the teasing red bows on the back of her fuck-me heels. Consciousness finally faded away with a single thought...a real life pin-up model hit him with her car and he was okay with that.

***
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Tara strode down the hospital corridor, ignoring the roiling of her stomach as she concentrated on the click-clack of her heels along the linoleum floor. One step at a time. After the ambulance whisked Justin James away, the police took her into custody to question her about the accident. That had been a fun five hours. 

Because she’d known his name even though she told them she’d never met him before, they thought she was some sort of crazed stalker. Good times. She’d finally convinced them that it truly was just an accident because she glanced away from the road to look at her GPS screen. Maybe. In any case, they hadn’t arrested her yet. They’d just ticketed her for reckless driving.

They had been nice enough to tell her when they released her about Justin’s condition and the operation he’d already had to undergo. All because she had hit him with her car. Her stride faltered and she propped herself against the wall. Her legs shook with lingering traces of adrenaline that she couldn’t process anymore. 

She’d hit a man with her car because she’d been so damned focused on finding a cup of coffee. She could have killed him. As it was, she’d hurt his beautiful body bad enough that doctors had had to cut into him to put him back together again. She’d broken the man. 

As a penance, she couldn’t allow herself to drink the Devil’s Brew ever again, even if that might get her kicked out of the Seattle area. She pressed her fingertips to her throbbing temples where a lack-of-caffeine headache pulsed. She could do this. 

Standing up straight, she smoothed the wrinkles from the front of her skirt and made sure her hair remained completely confined. According to her mother, the key for Tara to exude self-confidence was faking it. And Tara had learned to fake it with the best of them.

She paused outside Justin’s room, took a deep breath, and then quietly pushed the door open. A doctor stood looking at the chart in the corner of the room, but she didn’t notice Tara. Justin lay on the bed, extremely pale and asleep but still so incredibly handsome. His blond hair stood up in disarray from the trauma of the morning. She itched to brush it back in place for him. 

Just as she remembered from his book covers, his closely trimmed beard was darker than his hair and now looked even darker in contrast to the paleness of his skin. His sensuous lips and high, distinctive brow bone made him even more handsome in person. She figured they enhanced his look by using Photoshop on his book covers, but nope. The man was just as incredibly striking in real life. 

“Who are you?” the female doctor asked sharply from the foot of the bed. Her nametag said Dr. Cadwell.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I don’t mean to intrude. I just wanted to see how he was doing.” She swallowed hard. “I’m the one who hit him and—”

“You’re the one who did this to him?” The doctor looked her up and down with a sneer. “Don’t you think you’ve done enough damage?”

“Mom,” a weak, gravelly voice said from the bed. “Lay off. It was an accident.” 

Mom? Oh, crap. 

The doctor’s expression softened as she turned toward her son.

Justin’s dark green eyes were barely slits as he worked to fight sleep. He gave her a weak grin. “Hi, Tara. Thanks for coming by. Are you okay?”

She swallowed against the lump in her throat. How could he even give her well-being a second thought after what she’d put him through today? “Me? I’m fine. I wasn’t mowed down by a car this morning.” She took another deep breath to try to steady her out of control heartbeat. “I know I can’t say it enough, but again, I am so sorry. Are you going to be okay?”

Both his arms were heavily bandaged and elevated. The cast that encased his left arm started below his elbow and went halfway down his hand. The right looked like it had something more complex going on, which was to be expected when she considered that bone had been outside of his body this morning. That cast went from fingertips to shoulder.

“They tell me I’ll heal, and as long as they keep giving me the happy drugs, I’m great.” He flashed a sloppy grin toward his mom. She rolled her eyes at him, but he missed it as his eyes fell closed again.

“You should go now,” his mother said a little less sternly. “He needs his rest.”

“Okay, of course.” Tara backed toward the door with a glance at him. He appeared so at peace and normal, if you didn’t look at his arms. “If there’s anything I can do...”

“Tara.” His deep voice sent a small thrill down her spine. But when she checked, his eyes were still closed. “Come back tomorrow.”

His mother compressed her lips into a tight line as she watched her son with concern.

“Please,” he said quietly.

“Okay,” she agreed and then fled out the door.
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Chapter Two
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The next day Tara sat at her desk, rubbing her head with a combination of a stress and lack-of-caffeine headache.

“Tara, what time is my massage?” The voice coming from the speaker phone on her desk made her want to fling the device across the room just to see it shatter against the wall.

Tara gritted her teeth and resisted rolling her eyes at Veronica’s demanding tone. Why did she bother to input the woman’s extremely demanding schedule into a calendar accessible from her phone, computer, tablet, and car computer system if the woman refused to even look at it?

She pushed the intercom button and smiled. They said that if you smiled it automatically transferred a happier tone to your words, right? “Your appointment at the Namaste Day Spa is scheduled for three-thirty with Andre. The driver will be here to pick you up at three o’clock, so you have another twenty-two minutes before you need to be at the front door. In the meantime, I need you to sign the contracts that you will find in the folder marked ‘talent’—it’s in the inbox on your desk—so I can notify the actors before the weekend.”

Veronica had left the extras for her new exercise video series hanging for over two weeks. They deserved to know which of them would get the job. If Tara did nothing else today, those damn contracts would be signed, even if she had to forge Veronica’s signature on them herself. 

“After your spa treatment, you have a twenty minute live interview with Monica Newell from News4. The spa has their instructions already about how to outfit you and prepare your hair and makeup.”

“Wait,” Veronica interrupted. “You’re not going to be there?”

“No, we’ve already gone over this. I have to deliver the details about the latest changes to the workout set to the studio downtown before five. I can’t be in both places at the same time.” And while the director would be furious about even more delays to the videos, she’d rather deal with his wrath than Veronica any day. 

“The spa has guaranteed me that they have it all under control and will be able to accommodate you in every way. They’re hoping you will consider them as a set for your next workout series.” She fully expected that offer to be rescinded after they dealt with Veronica’s demands for a few hours, but that was out of her hands. They’d learn.

Very few could deal with Veronica for long. Tara had acquired the skill early and now she stayed because she hated to pawn the woman off on some other unsuspecting soul. At least Tara knew how to make the situation work so she could stand going to work every day. Over the years no one else had managed and Tara had given up dreaming of some other life for herself.

“The driver will then take you to meet Lucas where he will whisk you away for your romantic surprise anniversary weekend.” Surprise, my ass. The weekend that Veronica had insisted he buy for her. And then Tara, not Lucifer, had planned the trip to the tiniest, minute detail. There were many reasons why her nickname for him was Lucifer, not the least of which was that he made her job more difficult with just his simple ineptness.

“Lucas has your luggage already, as well as your tickets, passport, and all the reservation details. If he forgets, it’s all in the red file marked ‘Veronica’s Trip’ that I put in his carry-on.” The guy wasn’t the brightest bulb in the light fixture, but he looked pretty so he served as a good bookend for Veronica and her many photo opportunities. Unfortunately, the jerk hit on anything with breasts so that meant Tara constantly had to dodge his grabby hands and innuendoes.
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