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Trish Monroe checked her ass for the fourth time. She rubbed a minuscule streak of fake tan that had smudged along the elastic of her string bikini. It wasn’t that big a deal, but focusing on anything might take the edge off her nerves.

The mirror was floor length on the door inside the dressing room she shared with two other young women. A brunette, a redhead, and Trish the blonde.

How original.

That’s what the promoters wanted. More importantly, that’s what the men in the crowd wanted—the perfect fantasies parading between bouts of hardcore violence. She swore testosterone smelled like sweat socks, cheap deodorant and foot powder. It permeated the boxing arena all the way back to where she and the pair whose names she’d only just learned got ready. Ring girls were practically afterthoughts. Such a humbling contrast to her brighter, more welcoming solo dressing room for Princess of Egypt at the Luxor.

She was still amped up from having just finished her Friday-night performance. As soon as the curtain fell, a dozen women hustled to the dressing rooms, hurrying to strip shellacked makeup and feather-bedecked costumes. Out the door they went, bound for other jobs. Some were cocktail waitress, others strippers, others moms hoping to get home in time to tuck in their kids. This was Trish’s first time making that harried transition. She wondered how long it took to wear a girl down completely.

Yet, sweet Jesus, the lights were addicting. The frenzy she’d faced that evening hadn’t registered while onstage. There, Trish and her fellow singers and dancers were stars. Applause became lifeblood.

Here, in an off-strip venue that had seen better decades, the calls and hoots would be of a decidedly more sexual variety.

Pay the bills. Pay the bills...

The mantra had taken on new meaning now that the semester was underway at UNLV. Her next tuition bill would show up any day now, waiting in an on-campus mailbox so her mama wouldn’t find out. Most mothers would’ve been proud to support their daughter’s college ambitions.

Some other daughter’s life.

For Trish, it was a matter of fighting for what she wanted. More often than not, of late, what she wanted was in constant flux. Keep dancing in Vegas’s many shows? Or design those shows? All she knew was she’d be spending her free time in the campus library, hoping Mama didn’t ask too many questions about Trish’s occasional “singing lessons”. The Don Giovanni project for the production design class she loved was due a week into October. She’d be lucky if her money held out to see that pipe dream through.

As she arranged two skimpy triangles of bright red latex over her breasts, Trish hid a scowl, because strutting around a boxing ring was a new development. This hadn’t been part of any of her plans.

A knock sounded at the door, right on the other side of the mirror. Trish jumped.

“Ten minutes, ladies,” came the voice of the fight director’s assistant. “Decide who’s up first.”

The brunette, Lola, kicked out a voluptuous hip to lean against the brightly lit vanity table. “I’ll go.” She paused a heartbeat. “If y’all don’t mind.”

The other woman waved her away, then struggled to glue on a pair of false eyelashes. What had been her name? Meg? Details from the frantic night were blending to the point of nausea.

Trish, who also hailed from the South—although from Georgia, not Lola’s gratingly obvious Texas—smiled sweetly. “Don’t mind at all, sugar. It’s all yours.”

Lola was actually her type. She was a curvy brunette with some sass, who reminded Trish of her ex-girlfriend, Mallory Gibson. Trish’s mood was too dark to do much beyond cataloging Lola’s pretty features. Her nerves were never this bad before a full-scale performance. Years in show biz hadn’t put a dent in the giddy, happy high she got when entertaining an appreciative crowd.

But a ring girl?

It was the easiest money she would make in a dog’s age. Mama had encouraged her to give it a try. “Nothing to worry about,” she’d said. “Think of it as a pageant stage or a fashion runway.”

Sure. Exactly the same.

The job was one step short of pole-dancing. She didn’t judge women who needed those gigs, or who liked them. Trish, however, would give up the whole deal before calling that show business. It wasn’t her. She didn’t want it to be her.

Lately, her mama had insisted on more and more embarrassing career moves—anything to fill the gaps between paychecks. If she knew Trish was funneling spare pennies toward textbooks, drafting supplies and a scientific calculator, she’d be too speechless to be angry. That wouldn’t stop her from throwing Trish out of their trailer.

Trish’s phone rang to the tune of “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend”, homage to her idol, Marilyn Monroe. She hadn’t come by her stage name out of nowhere.

“Hello?”

“Trish, darling, it’s Pam.”

A cold shiver along Trish’s legs had nothing to do with the blaring AC or her tiny Brazilian bikini. Her agent never called her after hours.

“What’s up?” she asked, trying to keep her voice light. Her throat was lined with dry cactus needles.

“Princess of Egypt has been canceled. It’s only got three weeks left on its run before they shut it down.”

So matter of fact. Not a hint of sympathy. No indication that with a trio of sentences, she’d ripped the world out from under Trish’s red patent stilettos.

“But...my contract. Aren’t we supposed to be given more notice?” She heard the Georgia molasses seeping into her voice. Getting flustered meant years of elocution lessons ran away lickety-split, like a squirrel with its tail on fire. “I’m sure we can’t be dropped like this. I need to make ends meet.”

“The production company’s been taken over as part of a corporate buyout.” Pam’s demeanor made Trish feel like a real professional. The woman’s behavior was the exact opposite of Mama’s hysterics and melodrama. Right then, however, her agent of five years sounded as brusque as an executioner. “They signed the paperwork today. Under these circumstances, they’re only required to keep current shows open another three weeks.”

“You had no hint this was coming?”

“It was a long shot.”

“But you knew. You knew and you didn’t think to tell me.”

Silence.

As a headache exploded, Trish caught herself before she put a shaky hand to her forehead.

No ruining her makeup. No eating too much. No getting drunk or doing anything close to getting pregnant.

Her life was an endless series of don’t. Right now, her self-imposed don’t was don’t fucking cry.

That meant blinking a hundred times and blotting a tissue beneath her nose. In the scant time since arriving newly scrubbed from the Luxor, she’d scrambled to secure her platinum wig and apply fresh cosmetics. She didn’t have time to ruin her look with minutes before her walk out. Plus she’d spent too many years toughening her emotional skin—as thick as a rhino’s hide these days. This business ate the weak.

“I’m real sorry about this, Trish. It was a great part for you. A real chance to make your name. Great body. Great dancing. Easy to work with. But the complete package? That, you know—that genuine star quality. It’s been five years, hon. I’m beginning to doubt it’s going to happen.”

That was worse than bad news. That was bad news and a guillotine and a stab to the heart. Trish grasped for the back of a folding chair and sat. The metal was cold and sent goose bumps up her ass and around her thighs. Heart pounding. Universe dissolving.

Oh God. The fallout waiting at home when she told her mama...

“You’re,” she started, swallowing tightly. “You’re dropping me?”

“No, I’m giving you our contracted thirty days’ notice. I’ll send the official notice by registered mail tomorrow. I mean it. I’m really sorry about this. We’ve tried, haven’t we? It just isn’t working out.”

“You’re right about that.”

She hung up and took a deep breath. Saying anything else would involve cussing until the paint peeled. Then again, maybe the grungy room could use a renovation.

Her knees shook and her feet jittered. She watched them as if they belonged to some other woman. Suddenly, the prospect of walking into that boxing ring holding a giant placard was not the most disappointing thing in her life. It was a lifeline rather than a bridge between paychecks. More disheartening, she’d have to do damn well in hopes of getting an invitation to return for additional nights.

What a shitty turn of events.

“Bad news?”

Trish blinked. Meg—yes, that was her name—still sat at the vanity table. Her makeup was finished. She was a natural redhead, which was rare in their business. Hell, natural hair was a rarity. Trish hadn’t taken to a stage of any kind without a wig since she was sixteen. Extensions and hairpieces had been routine by the age of four.

“Yeah, bad news. Princess of Egypt has been shut down.”

“Shit.”

Lola whistled low. “Were you in it? Bless your heart.”

“I had the lead.”

“Sorry,” Meg said with more genuine sympathy. “I know what it’s like. I was cast in that Wizard of Oz revival at Caesar’s. I was the Dorothy alternate and never took the stage once.”

That revival had been five years ago. She’d been in Vegas as long as Trish. Funny how a pit stop on the way to the bigger prize of Hollywood stardom had turned into a half-decade holding pattern.

Another knock. “Time’s up, girls. Let’s go.”

Trish took a deep breath and stood. Her knees held. She followed Meg and Lola out of the dressing room, like a magnet following iron. Pulled along. She smoothed shaking hands down her sides as her heels clicked down the fluorescent-lit corridor. She was as thin as always. As stacked as always. Legs for miles and the voice of an angel. She’d heard those words from a hundred different directions since hitting puberty. So had a couple thousand other girls from hick towns all over the country.

At that moment, she had her body and sense enough to hide every worry behind a long-practiced smile. Bigger ambitions—oh, she had so many—would have to wait.

Pay the bills...

Standing straighter, catching sight of Lola’s lush, twitching hips in front of her, Trish added an extra dollop of sex to her walk. She’d lived in the spotlight since before she could spell her own name. Granted, spelling Patricia Beauregard gave most people fits. If that wasn’t a Southern pageant girl’s name, she didn’t know what was. But Mama had been right. It wasn’t a Vegas name, and it sure wasn’t a Hollywood name.

Trish Monroe—now that was a name. She and Mama had decided on it one late night while watching Some Like It Hot. Trish was going to be a star as bright as Marilyn. She’d been seventeen at the time and had believed that with every ounce of youthful enthusiasm.

The corridor intersected with where the fighters emerged from waiting rooms. More bright lights and considerably more people. Each man, no matter how obscure, was encircled by an entourage of wannabes. Trainer, cut man, manager, dudes who...what, cheered them on and made them look more intimidating? Wearing sparkling walk-out robes and boxing gloves, the fighters bounced on their toes and donned their fighting postures.

Yup, the stench of testosterone was nuclear out here. No wonder her eyes occasionally wandered to the other side of the street. She’d been disillusioned for so long.

Slavering fans. Neutered industry professionals. Fellow wannabes. Or sugar daddies.

Men in show business—particularly in Las Vegas—didn’t come in any other flavors.

Lola strode on ahead, as did Meg. They were swallowed into that sea of stoked, energized male bodies. The first bout was going to begin. Out in the arena, the MC played music and whipped the crowd into a flurry of cheers and applause. Trish wouldn’t walk the ring until the third round, if the fight lasted that long. She stopped a man who seemed like a trainer’s apprentice. He probably iced down swollen body parts for a living.

“You got anything worth drinking, sugar?”

With boyish features on a big stud’s body, he looked goofy. She put him in the slavering-fan category and leveled a megawatt smile.

“Sorry. Coach’s rules.”

She masked her disappointment with a tiny shrug. “Thanks, anyway.”

He hurried to one of the warren-like rooms. Damn. She was all jagged edges and puzzle pieces. A drink would’ve been nice to smooth that sharp tension.

“What’s your poison, girl?”

She turned to find a lone fighter leaning against the white block concrete wall. He wore a satin walk-out robe like the others, but his was plain charcoal gray. She nearly changed her mind. No way was he a boxer, dressed so modestly and standing by himself. Without some heavy-duty flair, that bruiser would never catch the eye of a boxing promoter. It would be the industry equivalent of Trish showing up to an audition in sweatpants.

And no entourage? No way.

Only the man’s well-worn boxing gloves hinted otherwise, that he really was a fighter.

With the robe’s hood drawn up, a shadow covered the upper half of his face. If she never saw the rest of his features, Trish would’ve been satisfied with his mouth. Pouting lower lip. Beautifully curving upper lip. Almost too sensual for a man. Yet he held it with such a sardonic sneer. His expression offered no softness, no matter that lovely mouth.

“What was that?” she asked.

“Your poison. What’re you drinking?”

“Jack Daniels, if you have it.”

“After the fight.”

Trish swallowed to keep from taking her temper out on the stranger. She was pissed at life and, surprisingly, pissed at herself. Her head was so screwy that she couldn’t tell whether he was coming on to her or being strangely polite. “Anything to tide a lady over?”

“It’s in my training room.” He hooked a thumb toward the door to his left. “Inside the locker. Top shelf. In a Dasani bottle. It’s vodka, though.”

“I’m not in the mood to be picky.”

“Jack Daniels after the fight, though.”

He had been coming on to her. Well, what had she been expecting?

“Wait a minute. I never said—”

The man pushed away from the wall. The movement offered no additional glimpse of his face, just those beautiful, half-smiling lips. He was big. Like...big. Not as tall as some fighters, but he had a couple inches over Trish’s model-standard-issue five foot eleven. It was the width of his shoulders and the depth of his barrel chest. His loose robe couldn’t disguise thick muscles—biceps, pecs and sloping trapezoids that ramped up to his solid neck. That kind of body required a hell of a lot of work. She could relate. Only his routine probably involved eating six thousand calories a day rather than avoiding carbs as much as humanly possible.

“I don’t have time now,” he said. “Gotta go. I’ll find you later.”

“You have somewhere better to be?”

“My fight.”

The MC had the crowd in a frenzy. Over the raucous noise, Trish heard the name Jim Jennings. “Is that you?”

He shrugged those massive shoulders. “Gotta make a living. Don’t we?”

A shiver of awareness climbed her naked spine. He wasn’t just talking about himself. Was that embarrassment she felt, or kinship?

“You’d better go then,” she said. “I’ll see you if you make it to the third.”

“Don’t plan on it, Number Three. You’ll get the next bout.”

He turned away with no ceremony and no further flirtation, though he’d practically arranged for them to meet up later. He was arrogant, but he didn’t fit into her tidy categories. Far too guarded. She hadn’t known too many boxers, but none of them had ever struck her as reserved.

After glancing around, hesitant to stroll into his training room, she found the locker he’d mentioned. She grabbed the Dasani bottle then thought better of it. The last thing she needed was to douse the night in vodka and set it alight. She hadn’t lost everything. She just needed to work harder. Hold on a little longer.

Trish took a deep breath and shut the locker. By the time she entered the arena, the mystery boxer was climbing into the ring. Only now did he move with the bouncing, adrenaline-fueled energy of his sport—like a race car going zero to one hundred on a flat strip of desert highway.

Trish found her place next to Meg amid the vocal male appreciation she’d expected. That kind of attention got her high on anticipation. She liked performing for people, and more intimately, she liked being watched. But the shouts were a dull background throb as she watched the fighters take to their corners. Her curiosity had been piqued, which was a welcome distraction after a headless-chicken evening and that acid-awful phone call.

The fighter called Jim Jennings shrugged out of his robe. Trish had been ready to enjoy a bit of enigmatic eye candy, but what she saw was far more visceral. He was a man built to fight. No doubt there. Muscle atop muscle. Strong bones and a buzzing pulse of violence that lurked under his tanned skin. A modern-day gladiator.

Including a gladiator’s scars.

Deep white scar tissue climbed around his ribs and up his back like a strange vine. From a burn? Surgery? He turned to find her at the side of the ring. The face he’d hidden beneath the robe’s shadowy hood was scarred as well. A gash extended from temple to throat on the left side of his face. Another began at the center of his forehead and parted his sandy-brown hair.

He caught her eye and offered a curt nod. Then he smacked his gloves together, gave his neck a quick toss left and right, and backed into his corner.

Maybe she should have been repulsed. Maybe other women would’ve been. Trish was only intrigued—more intrigued than she’d been in a long time. Suddenly she couldn’t wait for that promised shot of Jack Daniels.
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Chapter Two
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Fly. Fuck. Fight.

Once, those had been all Eric Donaghue needed. Everything else had only registered as background noise.

Not anymore. With his savings running dry, he was in a boxing ring again for the sixth time in as many weeks. Carey was depending on him. Keeping his face intact and his brain solid enough to keep flying mattered a helluva lot more than the hot blonde in the front row. He’d been cleared in June to resume his place with the 64th Aggressor squadron. Only the need to pay for his younger brother’s rehab was worth risking the career Eric had worked toward all his life—none more so than in the thirteen months since his crash.

That fucking crash.

His opponent, Gonzales, was practically a mirror of Eric in body type. Same height. The same weight within five pounds, all of it muscle. He had messy dark hair, sloppy footwork and a weak right cross. The opening bell rang. Eric sprang from his corner. He landed a flurry of smacking blows up the other man’s torso and sharp jabs under the ribs. Gonzales flinched back.

They wove across the ring. Eric had him on the ropes in no time, after a hard slam to the man’s jaw. Gonzales shook it off. His lips pulled back around the teeth guard.

No more fucking around. Eric wasn’t there to play. He needed the purse. He needed to keep Major Haverty from finding out about these extracurricular bouts. Pilots with scrambled eggs for brains were not what the Air Force needed.

He wasn’t scrambled yet.

This fight would end now.

He cut beneath Gonzales’s guard and cracked a hard uppercut to his chin. Eric followed with a left roundhouse to the temple that anyone should have been able to block—but maybe not in that condition. Gonzales blinked a few times. He staggered and sagged to one knee.

Eric stood back. The zinging force of the bout kept him popping up on his toes. He held his fists at the ready, having seen smaller men come back from harder blows, but it seemed like Gonzales didn’t want it enough.

He didn’t need the cash like Eric did.

Tonight’s winnings would pay for one more week of Carey’s care. Eric made a decent salary as an F-16 pilot, but the expenses kept coming. At least the rehab Eric had been financing for two months was more encouraging than bail for aggravated assault. Each check sent to the clinic lit him with a dim flame of hope. Maybe this time...

He’d left Carey behind once. Never again.

He hardly noticed when the referee declared the bout in Eric’s favor. His lack of enthusiasm—an unwillingness to play up to the crowd like some gorilla in clown makeup—was why promoters were halfhearted in their attempt to sign him. They didn’t like how fast he fought, either. Betting thrived on bloodlust and drawing out the suspense. Eric had learned that much from the years when he had played that performance game, fighting his way out of Detroit.

He’d thought those days were behind him.

The US Air Force didn’t look kindly on its pilots sporting concussions when they took to the sky.

He scanned the perimeter of the ring and found the leggy blonde. She’d stood for the match, applauding while wearing an expression of cool appreciation. The angle of her chin was more defiant than he’d seen on most girls in her position. Simpering would’ve looked all wrong on a woman who pulsed with confidence.

Yet she hadn’t seemed confident when entering the arena. His bottle of vodka wasn’t in her hands or by her chair. She’d been desperate in a way that didn’t match her current, proudly feminine pose.

After a quick cool down, some paperwork and a quick change of clothes, Eric lurked around the ring during the second match. Normally he went home. He wanted to hit and he wanted to get paid. He didn’t crave the extra bullshit that came part and parcel with boxing, although once upon a time the guys at his gym and those who’d worked the same circuit had become a mixed-up, mashed-up family. Joining the Air Force had replaced bruisers with bandits, but he still got the same feeling of belonging.

Nine months in hospitals, physical therapy and flight retraining had pissed him off because it sucked and hurt—plus he’d been left completely helpless while Carey made a screaming dive for rock bottom. For Carey to hit a wall just as Eric was getting his life back in order had been a blow more staggering than anything Gonzales had landed.

Eric sat back in a chair and absently watched the bout, wondering if it would go on long enough for the blonde to make an appearance.

Lucky for him, it did. The two welterweights went after each other like terriers until the bell rang. They retreated to their corners, and the ring girl sauntered up. She held the sign over her head, which lifted her tits in that brilliant red swimsuit. Eye candy, pure and simple.

He appreciated watching women. One might call it his thing.

He crossed his arms and shifted on a fast rush of energy. She was a visual banquet. The hair that settled above her shoulders was a pale blonde that would contrast against his dark sheets—if he got her home. The micro swimsuit revealed the slender body that would be perfect beneath his. Her tiny white-girl ass was a gift from a higher power.

She slung attitude by the bucketful. Playing up to the crowd, she handed out swish and sweetness like candy. Her smile lit up when the audience roared.

So, she liked being watched? Being appreciated? He couldn’t imagine a woman becoming a ring girl if she didn’t. A buzz of excitement made his muscles burn, especially when she finished her circuit and aimed her smile straight at him. Every man in the crowd got to see what she strutted on obvious display. Not every man got a personalized come-hither smile.

He fisted his hands at his sides and cleared his throat.

She returned the round placard before walking past him. She was such a playgirl—a bit of trouble combined with a whole lot of pretty. Slanting a honey-and-spice look over her shoulder as she drifted by, she found her seat.

Eric had resumed an active sex life since escaping physical therapy, scars and all, but discomfort always clawed up his spine. He didn’t relish explaining a damn thing about what had happened. When he’d stopped telling war stories that women speedily elevated to heroic proportions, he’d stopped getting as many returned phone calls. Apparently the truth was a turn-on—that the nasty scars crawling over his skin were from an F-16 training accident in Canada—but refusing to share sickening details meant he spent more nights alone than not.

Such a change from the previous year. To his surprise, he didn’t feel like he’d lost anything in giving up strip bars and midnight quickies. He did miss being able to say hello to a woman without curiosity, revulsion or wariness coloring her expression.

Maybe that’s why he’d been so immediately taken with the blonde ring girl. She’d been...distracted. That seemed the right word. And he’d been hooded. Now, when wariness or disgust should’ve been making unwanted appearances, she kept sneaking sidelong glances.

Christ, she’d look amazing on film. His video collection was getting overplayed, a little flat. He could go for capturing her shining beauty and subtle arrogance on film.

Go for it in a damn hard way.

After the bouts, he waited outside the ring girls’ room. Damn he was edgy. Nervous was too strong of a word, but he couldn’t remember the last time he’d actively pursued a woman and worried about the outcome. It galled him to think he might be as rusty at seduction as he’d been when stepping into a flight simulator for the first time in more than half a year.

Light flickered over the half-dozen men who eagerly clustered around the door. Fresh from watching the fights, they were sweaty from cheering and wearing the glazed-over expression that came from watching hours of blatant sex and violence—the ingredients for an old-fashioned caveman. Eric shared the impulses but none of the desperation. This would happen or it wouldn’t. Going home alone wasn’t the worst thing to ever happen to him. Not anywhere close.

Eric idly pressed his fingertips against the left side of his ribs, where Gonzales had landed a rare punch. It was tender, but certainly not bad enough to keep him from other physical activity.

The door to the dressing room opened. A redhead stepped out. She looked different with her face scrubbed clean. She was still beautiful, but more approachable. Eric couldn’t decide what he wanted from the blonde—the real woman or the illusion. The illusion would be easier. One-night stands were simply less complicated. Eric had enough on his plate. But he was curious how she’d present herself to the real world, not a catcalling packed house.

The redhead chatted with a few of the men, took phone numbers from two and went on her way.

Then came the main attraction. Eric perked up. Pale white-blonde hair shone in the off-colored fluorescent lighting. The tall woman had toned down her makeup. The result balanced between purely natural and the Kabuki mask of thick lipstick and false lashes she’d worn in the ring. She wore a scarlet halter-top over slim-cut jeans—clothed now, but just as sexy. Eric decided that he preferred this result. Anything could happen now.

She flicked a curious gaze over the lurkers. Eric saw a split second of disappointment.

Only when she found him propped against the far wall did her smile quirk on one side. What looked like amusement flashed in her eyes and changed her posture—not as defensive as when she’d first emerged, and not as showy as when she’d greeted the impromptu fan club with plastic smiles.

When she finally wove through the men and met Eric at the wall, she did so with long, deliberate steps. She stood close enough that he could smell her fresh scent. Despite the flickers of desperation before the fight, she was in complete control now, as if the appreciation of the crowd had been a balm for her troubles.

She faced him almost dead-on. “Glad I left the heels on.”

Focusing pale, clear blue eyes on him, she was direct almost to the point of being uncomfortable. There wasn’t a hint of vodka on her breath. “Oh?”

“I’d have to look up at you otherwise. I don’t think I’d like that.”

He shoved his hands in the pockets of his hoodie. “An even playing field.”

“Exactly.” Her smile was spotlight levels of brilliant. He had the feeling that smile had been a driving force in getting what she wanted out of life. She slung a giant purse over her shoulder, while Eric reached out in silent offer to carry two sizeable duffles. She looked briefly taken aback before smiling and handing them over. Then hooked her free arm through his. “Thanks. Now you owe me a drink. We can talk over your fight.”

Halfway grinning to himself, Eric led the way down a corridor that exited to the parking lot. “What about it?”

“I haven’t seen anything like that. Less than three minutes flat!”

The fight had been exactly what it had needed to be, no more. “I’ll take your word for it. You must see a lot of Friday-night brawling.”

Darkness washed over her features as they stepped outside, and not just from the change from fluorescent glare to orange-tinged streetlights. His ’67 Camaro was one of the last cars remaining in the private rear lot.

“No, this is my first time,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m in a show. On the strip. I was headlining, for all the good it did me.”

“What’s that mean?”

“It’s done. Shut down. Finito.”

Ah. So that explained her behavior before the fight.

She talked as if she didn’t care, but he happened to be touching her lower back as she spoke. The silky shirt and the dip of her spine almost disguised the tension in her muscles. No question she was telling herself a few whoppers.

His only question was whether to call her on the bullshit. He decided to respect her privacy because she’d been so good at protecting his—if only by the direct way she’d approached him, without coy curiosity or false flattery. They were going to get a drink. They both knew it. No need for drama.

He unlocked the passenger door and held it open for her. She stroked a hand over the bench seat as she swung her legs in. A slightly avaricious glint shone in her eyes, but she hid it quickly. “Nice ride.”

“Thanks.”

Eric gave the Camaro a pat as he crossed to the driver’s side. The rumbling beast was his long-time friend after years of work and sweat poured into the twists of metal. The Chevy was exactly the kind of perfectly engineered works of art that had rolled out of the factories in his hometown. Detroit boys knew cars.

A lot of that pride had worn off, leaving him in a crumbling jungle he’d fought to escape. Literally. Sometimes he believed he’d taken all the fight left in his family too. No one else had managed to pull free of that generations-long collapse.

He slid behind the wheel then hitched one arm across the back of the seat. “I’m Eric.”

“Not Jim? Color me so surprised,” she said dryly. Southern brown sugar turned her words into foreplay. “I’m Trish Monroe.”

No, you’re not.

He had the sudden impulse to film her while she tucked her hands between those long, elegant legs and talked dirty until she came. His body rocked to attention, although he kept the response well guarded. The service had taught him ridiculously strict discipline. Useful, considering how fast his particular desires could flip his mind inside out.

Eric cranked the ragtop down. The early autumn air was touched with creosote. Maybe rain on the way. That’d be a welcome change from months of hot and dry, hot and dry.

“Thing is,” he said, shifting to watch her face. “I like honest. I like seeing underneath.”

She shrugged. “That’s fine with me. I’m always honest.”

Bullshit. He began to wonder if anything on her was real. A change of clothing hadn’t magically turned her into an ordinary woman. She wasn’t ordinary, which left him unusually frustrated. He didn’t want to ruin the image, but some reality would be nice before they continued sparring.

“Then be honest. Tell me your real name.”
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Chapter Three

[image: ]




Trish kept her smile in place, although her insides were a mess. What kind of girl got into a stranger’s car but balked at revealing her birth name? She couldn’t remember the last man to ask. Everything in Vegas was glitter and false promises. It was better not to look beneath the surface. That meant people too, not just rigged betting odds and quickie weddings meant to crumble as soon as the booze wore off.

No surprise his scars were more prominent at close range, lit by the parking-lot light planted at the nose of his holy-shit-sweet Camaro. Knotted scar tissue textured the left side of his face. She wondered if he’d ever considered reconstructive surgery. Maybe he wasn’t the type. Maybe it worked to his advantage in snagging chicks like her. She couldn’t deny that she was curious, that he was a novelty.

Eric. Well hell, at least he’d given up the goods.

“Patricia,” she said with a defiant toss of her hair.

“Not enough. All of it.”

“Tit for tat, Eric Anonymous.”

A flash of uncertainty twitched that unforgettable mouth and tightened the corners of his eyes. “Eric Donaghue.”

She took a shallow breath. God, he smelled good. The right touch of aftershave or deodorant. Nothing too cloying. Of course he would’ve showered after the fight, with some plain but masculine soap. He wore the scents on his warm skin like he wore those astonishing muscles. Both were powerful aphrodisiacs.

“I was born Patricia Beauregard. There. But now I’m Trish Monroe—legally, even.”

Had she blinked, she would’ve missed his smile. But it was real. She knew the difference between men who meant it and men who faked it—had known since before she could articulate such a mature undercurrent. The reward of his smile, no matter how brief, filled her with a pleasant feeling that wasn’t entirely comfortable. If she was rewarded for honesty, she might want to give him more. She’d spent too many years layering defenses over defenses for that to happen.

“Beauregard,” he said casually. “I knew you were Southern.”

“When I’m tired.”

“When you’re breathing. Can’t ditch where you’re from.” He fired up the classic sports car and slanted her a keen glance. “No matter how many speech lessons.”

She bristled. “If you’re flirting, you’re not doing a very good job.”

Rather than take offense, he only revved the engine. And he grinned—filthy, mean, genuine again. How busted up was she that she loved it? Craved that edge?

“Then out you go,” he said, nodding toward the passenger-side door handle “Dare you.”

To hide her amusement, she lifted her chin. “Just drive.”

Despite his curt demeanor and the clarity of his insights, he had a clever layer of humor. She did too. She needed to or else staring down the difficulties of her profession would be too difficult. Better to be able to laugh at life than let it tug you under the quicksand. If he wanted to trade some of that humor—when all around her, people were so damn serious all the time—then the night was going to be fun.

She could really use some fun.

They gunned out of the parking lot. He took the corner onto the street at a speed that shot her body into overdrive. He was intense, which was probably some combination of his appearance and his monosyllabic replies, but his humor was accompanied by worldliness. His eyes never stopped moving, checking out dark corners. Only when he looked at her did his gaze focus. Laser-beam attention.

Performing before a crowd was one thing. Familiar. A heady rush.

It didn’t hold a candle to that one-on-one thrill.

The lights of the Vegas Strip were as gaudy and beautiful as ever. Trish often thought she had more in common with the city than with any one person living there. Bright. Shining. Hiding the mundane and the unsavory beneath a blinding flare of color and dazzling distraction. After all, people worked in offices in Sin City. People took out the trash and walked dogs. People got their brakes fixed and balanced their checkbooks.

Trish was a showgirl at night, while daytime meant compensating time for her college classes and advancing her career through auditions and social media. Those were the mundane details that claimed her time when the curtain dropped.

The purr of the Camaro became the only sound as their small talk fell away. A lack of conversation wasn’t easy on her jumped-up nerves. Talking meant flirting, and flirting meant getting what she wanted—well, in everything but show biz. There she had stiff competition, including girls who wouldn’t hesitate to take it up the ass for a role. That wasn’t speculation. That was fact, complete with names and bragged details she’d rather forget.

She hadn’t sunk that low and never would. She’d spend the rest of her life in one of those mundane offices, no matter that it would amount to a nuclear meltdown between her and Mama. Trish’s body and decisions were inviolate. Hank Yardley had taught her how important it was to define one’s boundaries and stay the hell away from those who tried to trespass.

She shivered.

“So what do you do?” she asked, hurrying away from dark thoughts. “Jim Jennings. I assume you’re a moonlighter.”

“Like you?”

“For now.”

“It’s always for now,” he said with a twist to that sexy-as-fuck mouth. “I’m in the military.”

Well, maybe that explained the scars.

“No more details?” She crossed her legs. He noticed.

“You keep secrets, showgirl?”

“Of course.”

“We’ll play fair. Let me keep mine.”

She smiled into the particolored lights streaking past the windshield. He was going to snag a speeding ticket. She only melted into the lush leather bench seat. “So mysterious.”

“The appeal of a one-night stand.”

“You just made one helluva assumption.”

“Do you mind?”

“What, having a one-night stand?”

“No, me being direct. I can play butter-up games if you want.”

He had a peculiar, unexpected way of shooting electrical charges through her veins, making her blood simmer. She shouldn’t like having her expectations upturned, but he was sweet oxygen—a dizzying reminder that she’d been slowly suffocating. The only air hole in her life was knowing she’d be back in class on Tuesday and Thursday. With two courses this semester, she’d taken a chance—pushing money and time to the limit. She didn’t care. She needed that breathing space and that safe place in her mind where she could hide and plan when the bombs dropped, like losing Princess of Egypt and her agent in one fell swoop.

“No, it’s okay,” she said, taking another breath, another straight shot of oxygen. “I’d rather do direct.”

“So we’ll fuck tonight.”

It wasn’t a question. It was his brand of flirting. Her soaked thong said as much. Her mouth was parched when she replied. “Yes, we will.”

He veered onto a dark side street and threw the Camaro into park.

Grabbed the back of her head.

Kissed her.

Trish grasped the leather seat to keep her bearings. He was a monster of a man. Overwhelming. His kiss was a hard plunder. That gorgeous mouth worked magic over hers. Softness with steel underneath. She met his tongue. He tasted of cinnamon. Gum, maybe?

Forget the gum. Forget the leather seat. She snagged handfuls of granite muscles—his bunched biceps, the side of his thick neck. Tendons flexed beneath her fingers. His hair was short, almost cropped, both spiky and silky.

“Then let’s fuck right here,” he growled against her mouth.

“What? You’re not serious.”

“Why not? I’m ready. You’re ready. Open those long legs of yours, showgirl.”

Oh shit. She was in trouble. Heaps of it. The image he planted in her mind was almost inescapable. Sweaty bodies and steamed windows. One stiletto slung over the bench seat as he bulldozed her against the leather. Both of them clothed except where he shoved her panties aside and undid his fly.

Something brutal and beautiful and raw. It’d been so long.

Then there was the danger of getting caught. Someone could be spying from the darkened window of a nearby house. Or a cop might decide to watch them explode, the Camaro rocking beneath Eric’s fierce thrusts. Only after busting him would the cop wank in his squad car.

She could get off to that idea for years. It fueled her fantasies, knowing men liked how she looked in her bikini. Sometimes she lay awake touching herself, imagining she was hot enough to get them hard. It was crass and it sure as hell wasn’t how she wanted to be treated in real life, but that rarely had anything to do with where a mind wandered during dark hours.

Eric renewed his sensual assault. No, there was nothing sensual to it. His fingers tightened over her breast. He hefted the weight in his palm, kneading. His breath was a heavy rasp. Jesus, his body. To ride him would be like riding a Mack truck.

“No.”

Where had that come from?

She’d said it. And she meant it. The reasons took longer to catch up with the primal part of her brain that wanted and wanted and wanted. Didn’t matter. If she was going to have a fun time with this guy, she was going to do it on terms that didn’t make her puke in the morning.

At least he stopped. That was good news. Some guys took longer to fend off. She’d been young and stupid and saved from the worst out of pure luck. To be frank, she wasn’t young anymore, but this was definitely a stupid moment. Eric Donaghue could’ve been a painful mistake rather than a potentially embarrassing or foolish one.

He frowned. “No?”

Trish gave his fierce muscles another squeeze and let go. He did the same with her breast, but he held fast to the back of her head. They were so amped up that their breaths met between their wet mouths. The Camaro’s roaring engine rumbled into her slick pussy. She was so damn restless.

“Jack Daniels. Straight up. You promised.”

He swallowed a groan. “I bet you’ve heard the word cocktease.”

“More often than I’ve heard men say my real name. But I didn’t touch your cock.”

“Do it.”

“I said no. Bar, remember?”

“Just a preview.”

Trish closed her eyes on a flash flood of guh.

“Look at me,” he murmured. “Now, did you mean it? Are we still talking about a one-night stand?”

Don’t lie. He’ll know a lie. I’ll regret a lie.

“Yes.”

“Then what’s the harm?”

Her brain was like a circuit breaker fried by a lightning strike. “No harm. As long as we stop. One-night stand doesn’t mean quickie.”

His lopsided smile—the lips turning up on the unscarred side of his face—was oddly endearing. Ninety seconds after having been stopped cold, he was amused. “You got me there.”

“Okay.”

“No, wait.” He caught her hand, both of them unsteady. She needed that proof he wasn’t completely stoic and unaffected. That would’ve killed her libido and ended their night. “I want to watch you when you touch me. I want to see the satisfaction in your eyes.”

Desire shivered through her body and settled in the pit of her stomach, but it wasn’t just desire. It was...wariness? He was speaking the language of her sexual imagination. Some might call it a fetish.

Voyeur. Exhibitionist. Inexorably linked.

Was that possible, that he might’ve known—or better still, that his needs might dovetail with hers? All the more reason to take the night slow. If it was going to be good because he was hot and they were both ready, it was going to be even better if they shared the same kink.

So she kept her eyes locked to his as she slid her hand between their torsos. Down his ridged abdomen. Past the button of his loose-fitting jeans. To a bulge that was perfectly at home on that big, brawny body. His cock was huge and ironlike. It angled up toward his navel. Thick. Long. Worth more risks than she was prepared to mentally admit. Her body was throwing a tantrum.

She stroked once, twice, and adored the way his eyelids slid toward sleepy, needy passion. But he never looked away. “Yes,” he whispered.

“There.” She pulled back before she gave up on the idea of leading him around by that magnificent tool. She was having too much fun. “Officially a cocktease.”

His blue eyes, so shadowed, consumed her with his gaze.

“You look like a Barbie. A total fuck-doll fantasy.” Stiff tension packed his shoulders as he released her. His knuckles turned white when he gripped the steering wheel. “But I don’t think you are.” Another rapid-fire smile was a treasure to keep.

A treasure? Seriously, Trish. She’d nearly let him bang her in his car. The only treasures she wanted from Eric Donaghue were hot-as-hell memories.

His body. All hers for the night.

They reached his bar of choice in five minutes. He came around to open the car door, as if he were one of the slick Southern gentlemen she’d grown up with. He was anything but. Too rough. A city guy and a Northerner to boot. She’d stake the money she’d earned that night.

His hand at her back was innocent as they pushed into the bar. She led the way, soaking up the zinging thrill of turned heads and perked-up interest, as if she’d zapped the male patrons with cattle prods. She took those reactions as a given. On good days she soaked up their interest. On bad days, it was just plain annoying. But Eric’s focused attention and the hunger he’d unlocked made her feel like a superstar. He stood as a solid bank vault at her back. 

Only when he positioned himself at her side did Trish realize the ridiculously obvious. Eric caught a few looks of his own, though most of those stuck on his scars. Widened eyes. Grimaced. Averted glances.

Idiots, all of them. Whatever had happened to him must’ve been intense and painful, but she’d seen him fight, she’d been flattened by his kiss and she’d been surprised by his direct, honest...chivalry? Whatever it was, she wanted more. Past what everyone else seemed to read as his only feature, she found the danger of evasive, troubled eyes.

She shivered as her smile jumped out of her control. Giddiness. Not happiness. The two were not the same by any means.

Such a typical dive bar. Ancient televisions tuned to various ESPN stations. Old license plates and framed pictures of famous people who’d stopped by. Even a barkeep drying heavy beer glasses with a white towel. It was something out of a movie set. That fit, considering the superstar arrogance she’d amassed with each of Eric’s rough kisses.

She may have walked in front of him, but Eric led with the mere pressure of his hand at her low back. He guided her to a private booth then swaggered back to the bar. Trish took time to check her appearance in a Cover Girl compact. She saved her money on the everyday stuff. Stage makeup was expensive. After the hot, mauling kiss she’d shared with Eric, she was glad she hadn’t chosen a darker shade of lipstick. A quick dash of powder and a swipe of gloss was all she managed before he returned.

Two tumblers of whiskey, straight up. And a plate of cheese fries.

“Oh, none of those for me, thanks.” It was like reciting a line from a play or musical—words that weren’t her own. They smelled amazing.

He slid into the booth opposite. “You need to eat.”

“I did, before the fight.”

“What, lettuce?”

“A protein bar.”
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