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      This one is for the boy who is the 

      full moon shining on my Camaro’s hood.
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      “I don’t even know who that is, but I’d like to take several large bites.” PJ took in the ridiculously badass alpha male across the room from where she and her sister had just been handed drinks at the bar.

      “Who?” Julie asked as she paid and they moved to the side. “Point him out. In a non-attention-seeking way!” she added, like PJ was a beast.

      PJ blinked a few times before she spoke. “You’re a terrible human being.”

      “I get it from Dad.”

      PJ tilted her head to indicate the guy whose sheer charisma she felt from across the room. A brunette with a body straight out of a pinup calendar stared up into his face as she stroked a hand up and down his arm.

      “She’s all right in a totally voluptuous, drop-dead-sex-bomb way. I mean, for those who like that sort of thing.” Julie’s dry delivery made PJ smile.

      “Let’s saunter by that fantastic Camaro over there so I can get a closer look.” PJ started off.

      “At the guy or the car?”

      “Two birds. One stone,” PJ called lightly over her shoulder.

      “Will this end up in some sort of terrible misunderstanding that will embarrass me for years to come? Or, better yet, am I going to have to explain what happened to the police?”

      “That only happened once.”

      Julie’s brow rose very slowly. Julie was the elegant one. The one who played the piano perfectly. She’d gone to the schools their parents had told her to. Wore tasteful, perfectly tailored clothes. Now had a corner office at their family’s tire company and was set to lead it into the future with their other siblings.

      Whereas Penelope Jean Colman had been a “terrible disappointment” because she just never fit anywhere her parents tried to put her. And maybe because she’d gotten her big sister into some trouble once or twice.

      “Okay, three times. But I had good reasons for two of them.”

      “The other was you being innocent?”

      “Heck no. Which isn’t to say how pleased it makes me that I got away with it.”

      “He’s standing with Duke Bradshaw. The dark-haired one.”

      Julie did a very nice job of looking natural as she shifted to stand next to PJ, giving her an unobstructed view.

      “Duke owns Twisted Steel with someone else. Maybe that’s him,” Julie said.

      There really was no other word for the man but dominant. Easily six foot three, he stood, feet apart, a beer in one hand as he spoke to Duke. This was a man you could dress in a tux and while he’d look fantastic, you’d know he could punch you in the face without losing a cufflink.

      She wasn’t entirely sure why that made him so hot, it just did. There was a sort of barely restrained… something about him that made her take notice.

      Dark hair, shaved close at the sides, longer on the top. He had it pulled back from his face, exposing masculine features.

      “You have that goofy look.” Julie poked her in the side.

      “Ow! What?” PJ asked without tearing her gaze from him.

      “You get it at the sight of tacos, too.”

      PJ nearly choked on her drink. Thank goodness he hadn’t noticed her almost dying.

      Once she could breathe again, PJ glared at her sister through still-watering eyes. “You’re on a roll tonight. Did you take allergy medication before you started drinking?”

      Her normally serene sister had a twinkle in her eye. “Someone has to keep me entertained at these things. You seem to like them. I, on the other hand, would rather be home catching up on my Housewives.”

      “What a waste that would be. There are handsome single men here. A bar. Food that’s being served from a tray instead of a buffet a hundred people of questionable hygiene have pawed over. Me, of course. All of these things are better than being at home alone watching TV.”

      “Says you.”

      “Witty. That expensive Ivy League education was totally worth it.”

      “I need to dumb it down for state college dropouts to understand.” Julie stuck out her tongue.

      PJ turned back to look at him again. He was too far away for her to see the color of his eyes, but she figured they’d be brown or green maybe. She took note of the septum piercing and the tattoos on both arms visible from the elbows, where he had his shirtsleeves rolled up. It was necessary, for reasons of some sort, that she get a better look.

      “Since he’s standing with Duke, I say you go on over and introduce yourself. This is an industry party. You’re here for Colman Enterprises. It’s your job to network. Give him your card.” Julie got a little closer, lowering her voice. “And it’s good for you to make some connections for your custom work.”

      It meant a lot that Julie was on her side, excited about the direction PJ’s life was headed.

      “Come with me.”

      Julie shook her head. “I see a few people I should at least buy a drink for. Send out a distress call if they’re weird and you need me to mace them.”

      With a wave, Julie headed off in the direction of one of their other clients. Well, all right then.

      Ever since PJ met Duke Bradshaw nearly a year before at a race, she’d coveted his work. All the people at Twisted Steel were beyond good at what they did, so the cars and bikes they created and restored were absolutely beautiful. It was art.

      Their work had one more thing, the most important thing as far as PJ was concerned. It wasn’t just the money or even the art. It was that they loved cars. And motorcycles and racing and engines.

      It was that passion that she wanted more of for Colman Enterprises. Her family was great at selling tires. But it wasn’t the same as it had been when her grandfather had founded the company. He’d raced, too. He’d understood the heart of his customer in a way no spreadsheet ever could.

      For PJ, it was a belief system. It was a love of cars, of speed and chrome and the rumble of engines that was the heart of Colman. That would never change, even if the products and services they offered did.

      PJ shook that off as she approached, hearing his voice before she got close enough to say hello.

      Mmmmm. Deep and gravelly.

      Dark brown eyes – and she bet that when he had his hair down it slanted over them so he’d look hot and mysterious all at once – took her in.

      His gaze locked with hers and a smile marked a mouth so carnal she probably would have to light a candle in penance for her very naughty thoughts.

      She smiled back and the moment between them heated and slowed. He was holy shit hot damn and wow sexy. One of his brows rose. Confident and not a small bit cocky.

      He was older. Probably late thirties, early forties. Which was absolutely okay with her. Didn’t matter though, because all it took was a close-up view of this male to know he was totally out of her league. He’d rock her world. Maybe set it on fire.

      Just having his full attention left her a little shaky. What would sex with him be like? Wrong. Wrong thing to start to wonder right then. Her cheeks heated and she hoped it was dark enough that he missed her blush.

      And yet there she continued to stand, finally breaking that moment and turning to Duke. Also ridiculously hot.

      “PJ Colman, how are you?” Duke showed perfect white teeth. The dimple to the left of his mouth made PJ bet it tasted sweet.

      “I’m doing all right. You?”

      “As well as you can be at one of these things.”

      “Asa Barrons,” Manly Man said as he held out a hand.

      A big hand that engulfed hers as he shook it.

      Duke grinned, making him look like a charming wayward boy. No one could stay mad at that face, she bet. “Sorry about that. I figured you already knew PJ. Asa, this is PJ Colman. PJ, this is Asa; he co-owns Twisted Steel with me.”

      “Colman, as in Colman Enterprises?” Asa let go of her hand slowly and she was proud she didn’t gulp audibly.

      “Yes.” She looked back over her shoulder toward the Camaro and then back to Asa and Duke. “That’s one seriously delicious machine.”

       

      Asa used that moment to take her in, from the pointed toes of her black heels, up shapely legs, over mouthwatering curves at her hips, to one of the finest racks he’d ever beheld.

      The neckline of the dark blue dress she wore – a dress that lovingly caressed her body and yet stayed pretty and feminine – showed off her collarbone and the uppermost curves of her breasts.

      And she had good taste. That Camaro was a project they’d finished just a few weeks before. The owner was taking it home to Oregon the following day, so Asa and Duke figured it’d be a good idea to show it off while they could.

      PJ stepped to the side to allow a server to pass with a tray of something, and without thinking Asa reached out to take her elbow to steady her. Her skin was warm and soft, and with her so close it wasn’t a struggle to breathe her in. Spice and heady flowers.

      “Thanks,” he said, referring to her compliment about the car. “I’ll be a little sad to see it go.”

      “We argued about the racing stripe.” Duke grinned.

      “What do you think about the racing stripe?” Asa asked her.

      He’d liked her smile, but the smirk she gave in response to his question made his cock hard. Christ.

      She walked to the car and he followed, barely conscious of anything but the metronome switch of her hips and the long braided rope of her hair hanging to her waist. Purple hair. Light at the top and then darker at the ends.

      “I think it’s always more about the car.” Her voice dropped so that only he could hear. “In general I like racing stripes well enough. My car has them. Though my car is purple, so it’s not all stock.”

      “That so?” He wanted to brush an errant tendril of her hair away from her face, but he resisted.

      This was a work event. She was the granddaughter of one of the most influential men in racing, and she couldn’t have been any more than twenty-five years old. All of that should have been an ice-cold slap of reality.

      But his cock didn’t give a shit. His cock agreed with his brain that her freckles were fucking hot and wanted to see if she had them all over. And she liked cars. He could tell by the way she looked at his Camaro. Her gaze seemed to caress the curves and lines.

      A woman who liked cars on the same level he did was hot. Even if she was totally off the menu.

      “Purple?”

      “Can I tell you a secret?”

      Oh yes, yes she could.

      “Go on ahead.” He tried to keep the grin off his face.

      “I’m kind of a rebel.”

      He laughed. “That so? I figured, given your hair, that you just liked purple a lot.”

      “Maybe that too. As for this particular car? The racing stripes are exactly what it needed.”

      “Duke likes racing stripes on American muscle. The client is a friend of his.”

      “The paint is fantastic. Perfect work.” She walked around, peering closely here and there. “No skimping or cut corners.”

      “Were you going to judge me harshly if there had been?”

      She ran her tongue over her bottom lip before she sank her top teeth into it briefly. He felt it to his toes.

      “Absolutely. Paint is a serious thing. Do you need to be reminded of that?”

      Christ.

      He liked to do the reminding. And he surely would like to remind this woman while she was naked and in his bed. There was something striking about her. An air of confidence that grew as they flirted over machines. Her energy was vibrant. Sensual.

      And still, not for him.

      He probably should be breaking away to go back over to where Duke stood. Instead he kept talking. “So what do you do at Colman central?”

      “I manage accounts. Which is a fancy way of saying I sell tires to people like you and Duke. They send me to industry events like this.” She cocked her head and paused before speaking again. “Who does your paint work?”

      That was a quick change of topic. “We have paint done on-site. Specialty stuff goes out to contractors. Are you looking for any kind of work in particular? I could give you a better idea if I knew more.”

      She laughed and… it surprised him. Low and sultry. Not what he expected at all. A brief touch of her hand to his forearm. “I do custom paint work. Just wondering who my competition was.”

      An image of her bent over, breasts heaving against the front of a very tight shirt as she worked on one of his cars, settled in, and he let it.

      “This a new service Colman is offering?”

      “It’s a way to do what I like to do and to expand our reach into new sectors of this business.”

      Young? Yes. He probably had wrenches older than she was. But she had intelligence to go with the looks. It wasn’t as if he thought Colman was the huge success it was without a lot of smart, hardworking people at the helm. But he’d taken one look at that face and body and misjudged her as spoiled, pretty, and rich, and therefore totally useless.

      “At some point I’d like to talk with you and Duke about that direction.”

      “Give the shop a call and set something up.” At least he’d get another chance to see that face.

      “All right.” She looked up, and the upward curve to her lips urged his own to do the same.

      Neither of them spoke. It felt as if she waited for him. That hit hard. Unexpected to be so moved by this wisp of a woman he’d just met minutes before. It wasn’t until she hummed low in her throat, a sound of pleasure, that he realized he’d taken a step closer.

      “Excuse me. I’m sorry to interrupt, PJ, but do you have any of Shawn’s cards?”

      Asa wrestled back his instinct to shove this guy away and have PJ all to himself again.

      And was doubly glad when she turned with a smile that was totally different than the one she’d just given Asa. That’s when he took in the strong resemblance between her and the guy who’d spoken and figured this had to be one of her brothers.

      “Jay, this is Asa Barrons. He’s one of the co-owners of Twisted Steel.” She looked back to Asa. “This is my brother Jay, CEO at Colman.”

      Duke dealt better with guys like this one. Asa kept his head in his machines as much as he could. He loved gear with a passion, but people? Not so much.

      “Nice to meet you. PJ sings the praises of Twisted Steel frequently.” Jay shook Asa’s hand.

      PJ handed her brother a few cards.

      “She was just educating me on her view of racing stripes.”

      Jay appeared apprehensive, but PJ just laughed and patted her brother’s arm. “Don’t worry. I’m sure he’s not going to stop doing business with us. I didn’t tell him I thought they were boring or overdone.”

      It was Asa’s turn to laugh. “Boring?”

      Her eyes seemed to light up as her laugh continued to drive him nuts. “Oops, cat’s out of the bag now. Please continue to buy our tires.”

      Jay’s eyes widened and Asa wanted to tell the dude to lighten up.

      Asa gave her brother a look and made an X over his heart. “I promise we’ll continue to buy your tires even though your sister is so irreverent. Maybe because.” He winked at her and she poked her brother’s upper arm.

      Jay looked back over his shoulder and then to them once more. “I need to get back to my conversation. It was nice to finally meet you, Asa.” He held the cards up. “Thanks.”

      Before Asa could say anything else, the woman he’d actually been planning on taking home came back through the room looking for him.

      “I need to get back to it as well.” He held his hand out, shaking PJ’s, and then he handed her a business card and took hers.

      “Have an excellent evening, Asa Barrons.”

      The buxom brunette making her way over to him would probably guarantee that. But he couldn’t deny the pull as PJ walked away.

      He really couldn’t deny it when she was stopped not even half a room away by Scott Elroy, one of the guys in town who custom-built bikes. And by the looks of it, Asa wasn’t the only one who found PJ Colman rather delightful.
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      PJ hung up the phone after leaving a message for Asa Barrons. Again. She’d called three times in the month following the party and got his voicemail each time.

      She looked across the table at her best friend, Audra. “He’s ducking me.”

      “Or maybe he’s just slammed. You said he wasn’t hesitant when you brought it up when you met him. They run a busy shop. Making time to deal with another contractor when they already have some and they’re backed up or whatever, is going to mean you fall down the list. Even when you’re as pretty as you are.”

      PJ frowned at Audra. “I know you’re probably right. What if he doesn’t take me seriously? I mean, why should he? He doesn’t know me. He doesn’t know what I can do. I didn’t have my portfolio yet.”

      She’d been building a portfolio of her painting work so if – no, when – Asa met with her, she’d have something concrete to show him.

      “Really? So you’re going to carry around a portfolio with you at all times? Like he’d have been cool with you just breaking it out at the bar? You know how to do this, PJ. This is like your destiny and whatnot.”

      PJ snorted. “My destiny?”

      “You know what I mean. You were raised to run your family’s business.”

      “And then I turned out to be an artist. The shame of it.”

      Audra threw her balled-up napkin at PJ’s head. “You know my opinion of Howie’s parenting.”

      Howie being Howard Colman Jr., PJ’s father.

      “Just because you dropped out of college doesn’t mean you’re not smart. You knew it wasn’t right for you. Thing is, you know cars. Your grandfather raised you to love them like he did. And you’re artistic and damned good at painting things. I’m sure Asa is just really busy. But even if he doesn’t take you seriously now, he will once you’re done with him. On a side note, apart from your ability, which we’ve already established as mighty, he’s also going to want to get you into bed. You said you two had that sort of chemistry.”

      PJ had known Audra since they’d both been kids. It was one of her favorite things in her life that they had such a strong friendship. She knew Audra would say exactly what she needed to hear.

      “We did have the tinglies for one another. But he and Duke built Twisted Steel from the ground up. It’s not like they could have done it if he’d been following his dick around like it found him water.”

      “A dowsing dick?” Audra asked.

      “I think I saw that in the Jim Rose Circus a few years ago.” They both laughed. “He just seems like the kind of man…” PJ paused, trying to find the right words. “He’s under control. It sort of rolled off him. He’s in charge of himself. I’m not saying he doesn’t get laid on the regular. I’m just saying he doesn’t lead with that head.”

      “I need to get a closer look at this guy. Which is an excellent segue into me reminding you that you’re my best friend, so you need to say you’ll do this pinup calendar photo shoot so my boyfriend can keep a job. It pays. There’s sure to be hot guys around, and you’ll keep your spot as the best friend in the whole world. Which is priceless.”

      Audra’s boyfriend, Tom, had combined forces with some other graphic arts designers and what had been planned as a fun little side project had transformed into a full-blown pinup calendar showcasing the wares of local indie artisans of everything from clothing to jewelry.

      And the shoot would undoubtedly take place at a garage of some sort, which gave her another chance to network.

      As PJ had told her sister a few weeks before, it was good to attract a whole new kind of business to keep Colman relevant and integral. All those gearheads, the build-and-restore crowd as well as the racing teams, needed paint on their projects. Why not expand Colman Enterprises to fill a market need?

      Money was good. Work was good. Doing something nice for a friend was also good.

      “Oh, all right.”

      A commotion followed as a group of their friends came in, including Tom and PJ’s ex. Aaron looked around until he saw her and headed her way.

      “I gotta go,” she muttered, gathering her stuff.

      Audra put a hand out. “No. We were here first. This is our place.”

      “Just not when I know he’s going to be here.”

      It wasn’t even that she couldn’t get over him or still loved him or any of that. It was more like she was so embarrassed that she’d ever actually fallen for any of his crap that being around him was the equivalent of Sunday dinner at her parents’ house.

      Tense. Uncomfortable, with the bitter stench of disappointment and passive-aggressive anger in the air. It made her tired and irritated. But he was a good lesson. That’s how she’d chosen to think about it.

      They were part of the same social circle – which was how she’d found out about the cheating – so they’d see one another frequently. She wasn’t going to get rid of her friends, and eventually she’d tolerate his existence again. But she wasn’t there yet.

      Aaron tried to slide next to PJ but she held a hand out. “No.”

      His pretty face screwed up a little as he struggled to understand. “Come on, Penny.”

      PJ curled her lip. “I’m not your fucking Penny. Just go be elsewhere.”

      Aaron had convinced himself they were somehow meant to be. Maybe because she was the first woman who’d kicked his butt to the curb when she’d caught him stepping out. Maybe it was that he wanted what he couldn’t have. Whatever. She didn’t care why, really. Although she had been pretty pissed until she got the all-clear back from her doctor, because heaven knew what he could have given her.

      “How long are you going to punish me?”

      PJ looked at him and then over to Audra, shaking her head. “Is he kidding with this?”

      “You know where I am when you realize we’re meant to be together, Penny.”

      “Dude, have some self-respect.” Tom, Audra’s boyfriend, rolled his eyes and dragged Aaron off. “Come on, let’s get more pitchers. It’ll give you something to do so my girl won’t scoop your eyes out with a spoon.”

      Tom sent PJ a grin as he swept Aaron away. Audra grabbed PJ’s arm and pulled her back to sit. “We already decided you weren’t leaving.”

      Audra raised her glass, patiently waiting for PJ to do the same.

      Audra made a prim face and then smirked. “You haven’t been out with us for nearly two months. I’m planting my flag right here. This is our table and the Ditch is our place and we don’t give a fuck if Aaron is around. He needs to see you every Friday so he can wallow in the hell he exists in now.”

      Audra was seriously the best friend anyone could ask for. She always took PJ’s side, always had her back, always listened and supported and definitely kicked her butt when PJ needed it.

      They all drank.

      “I’m going to be sorry I asked,” PJ began, “but what you do mean by ‘the hell Aaron exists in now’?”

      “The one where he doesn’t get to see you naked anymore. But he can still remember how awesome it was.”

      They were still laughing when the guys got back with pitchers and several more of their friends. Audra positioned herself so that Aaron had to sit farther down the table. Enough out of range that PJ could pretend he didn’t exist.

      She had awesome friends.

       

      “I need you to handle a meeting for me tomorrow,” Jay said as he breezed into her office without knocking.

      The oldest Colman sibling was the most like their father. Jay had been raised to own every room he entered. To broadcast his will and make it happen. And in his own way, he craved acceptance from Howard Jr. with the same wary yearning PJ did. They were both smart enough to know it was folly and yet they both kept at it.

      Still, Jay, though constantly having to war with their uncle for access to their father, was a pretty decent brother. He’d been jammed into his life in ways she couldn’t possibly understand. Sure, she was expected to do certain things, but Jay had the weight of their generation on his shoulders. He was the oldest. He’d lead when their father and uncle stepped aside.

      It made him a prick sometimes. But she loved him despite his flaws. Even at times like this, when he simply took for granted that people would obey his missives.

      PJ finished the last sentence of her e-mail before sending it off and looking up at him. “Can’t. I’ve got a prior engagement tomorrow.” She’d be shooting the calendar all day.

      “I said I’d play golf with Dad, Uncle Fee, and Shawn. The meeting is just a thing down at the factory. They need some petting. You’re good at that.”

      “So wait. You, Dad, Fee, and Shawn are all going golfing? Is Julie going?”

      The look on his face told PJ it hadn’t even occurred to him to invite either of his sisters.

      “So you boys go off to play and we have to handle the dirty work? I have plans tomorrow, and I can’t move them around. Can you find out if they’re free to meet today? Though you could stand to hear more voices that aren’t Dad’s or Fee’s.”

      Her brother was brilliant in so many ways. But sometimes he was so focused he missed things outside his view. He knew money and he knew markets. But he wasn’t as good when it came to people.

      And he’d say – with some truth – that she didn’t spend enough time learning money and markets and too much on people.

      “I don’t have the time to hold hands, PJ.”

      “Colman is built on that face-to-face, I’m-just-like-you interaction with not just the people in our industry but our own people too.”

      “Which is why I’m sending you to pet them.”

      PJ sighed and then flapped a hand toward her door. “Well? Run along and find out if they can meet me today. But Jay? This is my company too. Julie’s company. This is some medieval bullshit and I’m not going to tolerate it.”

      She and her sister were really sick and tired of the way her brothers, father, and uncle tended to run Colman Enterprises based on decisions they made in places women weren’t allowed or invited.

      “I’m CEO. Fee is CFO. We don’t need to consult you or Julie. But this is just golf.”

      “That you’d stand there and say ‘it’s just golf’ when that’s how men have been making deals – and excluding women, I should add – for decades makes me want to stab you with my pencil right now.”

      “Jesus, Penelope Jean. Lay off. You grew up rich. You have a job, but this is not your sweatshop. You are not abused.”

      Ugh. Brothers pushing sisters’ buttons; it was an old-ass story, but she hated it when he patronized her.

      “Oh hey, Jay?” She flipped him off with both hands. “Did you get an A in Smug Bastard 101? I never said a thing about being abused or being in a sweatshop. I said this is my company too. You ought to try listening to me sometimes. I have good ideas.”

      “You can’t even stick with a hair color and you think I’m going to consult you when it comes to decisions for my business?”

      His ribbing about his disdain for her feminist ideals was one thing; mainly it was affectionate even if he was a dingus about it. But there was an edge to what he’d just said. An edge that was a slap in her face. You’re not smart enough or good enough to listen to.

      An edge that made the fire in her belly to prove herself to him glow. “My hair color has nothing to do with my ideas.”

      “Your hair color is an indicator that your ideas are not normal.”

      “Normal? So I’m abnormal because I have purple hair? Are you kidding me? From the outside you’re a perfectly handsome dude in his midthirties, but you’re like four hundred and twelve years old inside. Dried up. Yes, I’m different, Jay. So? Great-Grandpa ran moonshine. You think that was normal? You think he never took risks? He took risks every time he made a run. Being different is who we are.”

      “You should have stayed in college and gotten your BA in English. Clearly you know a lot of pretty words that don’t mean shit when it comes to payday. Purple hair doesn’t sell accounts.”

      “Did you read up on how to be this patronizing and insulting, or did you just inherit the ability from Dad and Fee?” PJ was proud her voice didn’t shake. Sometimes it was hard not to react emotionally to this sort of baiting. She knew some of her family discounted her for being different, and it hurt. Because they didn’t take her any more seriously when she did what they expected her to either.

      It filled her with futile anger and hurt, but she had gotten pretty good at hiding just how much. “Purple hair sold more than you did last month.” She tipped her chin at the navy blue binder on the corner of her desk. “Fee’s special numbers say so. Now get out of my office. I’m working and I’m no longer interested in helping you with your problem. Handle your own meeting. I’m busy tomorrow, just like I told you.”

      He threw his hands up in the air, but he’d been thwarted and she knew he understood that. It was a stupid, petty win, not that it’d stop her from claiming it.
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      “Taco Friday is your best idea yet.” Asa filled a plate and moved on down the line of ingredients.

      Duke shrugged. “I have them from time to time.”

      “They generally involve food or liquor. You’re Shaggy and Scooby rolled into one.”

      Duke laughed. “Right on. More evidence of how lucky you are to have me around.”

      Asa snorted. But Duke was right. From pretty much the time they’d met in the army, Duke had been his friend. Had his back, in both the metaphysical sense and the physical one. Duke had saved Asa from getting killed more than once.

      The lunchroom at Twisted Steel currently held all eleven employees, so it was loud and raucous. Which might also have something to do with the fact that it was Beer and Taco Friday.

      It had been a hell of a long last few weeks. They’d pushed one total rebuild out as well as two other smaller jobs. Asa had slept on the couch in his office at least once a week rather than face a drive home after three a.m.

      But the work had all been delivered to very happy clients, he was soon to be full of tacos and beer, and all was right with the world.

      He and Duke had bought the building the shop sat in five years before, and Asa felt like it was only now truly operating to its full potential. They’d had three employees back then and only used about a quarter of the space. Now they had a showroom, eleven full-time employees, and a host of people they contracted work out to.

      There he was, a successful business owner. A homeowner. Asa Barrons, the kid who’d grown up in trailers and shitty public housing apartments in Houston, now had multiple cars, money in the bank, and a life free of chaos and pain.

      They had built something together, he and his friend – a business both men could be proud of. It was the ticket out he and Duke had barely known to have dreamed about.

      “I’m going to sleep the hell out of a lot of hours,” Asa said, taking several long pulls from his beer once he’d collapsed into a chair and set his food down.

      Duke settled in across from him. “No lie. I’ve gotta be back here at ten, though. No way would I miss such a fantastic opportunity.”

      “What?”

      “I told you about this last week. The pinup calendar shoot? They’re using the showroom and some of the bays,” Duke explained. “Don’t worry; I made sure Casey went over everything they have access to. They won’t get near any work in progress. Plus I’ll be here. Looking at hot women.”

      “I probably wasn’t listening.”

      “See what happens when you don’t?”

      Hot women draped over his machines. Now that was indeed a way to spend a Saturday. He’d planned to come in to catch up on paperwork that next afternoon anyway.

      Asa tended to keep in his head, especially when he was in the middle of a project. It’s all he thought of, the need to put his hands on something, to stamp it with his vision, to watch it yield under his will.

      “Thanks for the save. Guess I’ll be here at ten instead of noon like I planned.”

      “I was thinking of heading out to the track on Sunday. You up for it?”

      Duke and Asa had recently started a racing team they co-owned with a group of their friends. It brought Asa to the track a lot, and that’s when he’d discovered how incredible it was to drive the track himself.

      “Hell yes.”

      Duke tipped his chin. “Fastback?”

      On a motorcycle trip down the coast to Los Angeles the summer before, Asa and Duke had found the beat-up shell of a 1968 Fastback and had to have it. They’d spent their spare time since restoring it.

      Duke was magic with machines. The best mechanic Asa knew. He’d built the engine they’d wanted as Asa had coaxed all the badass back into the frame.

      The result was a growling, hellaciously fast beast.

      “Indeed. Depending on the conditions I might take the bike out too.”

      “Your mom is going to kill me if you eat pavement, you know that, right?”

      Fast and hard was his favorite. Nothing else felt quite like driving very, very fast. He didn’t have the talent to actually make a living racing. His talents lay elsewhere in the car universe. But he had access to a track and lots of fast machines, and he used that every chance he got.

      “My mom uses a cane, you big whiner. You can outrun her. Then again, she doesn’t need to catch you. I bet she could throw it and knock you out from ten feet away.” Two years before, his mother had to have her foot amputated after complications from diabetes.

      “I’m telling her you said that.”

      “To Pat, that’s a love poem.” Asa grinned, thinking of how awesome his mom was.

      “Speaking of that, the arbor you built over her back patio is really nice.”

      Asa had gone into the army because it was that or end up in jail. He’d had more anger and potential for violence inside him than he could process. Years spent on the verge of trouble or running from it had left him feeling out of control and exhausted.

      So he’d enlisted and then spent several years using the opportunity to make himself into a better man. A better son. To keep himself from landing in trouble in the army, he’d sent home most of his pay. It had been enough to get his mom and two sisters into a safer neighborhood.

      He’d kept sending his mom what he could, even once he’d returned to the U.S. and left the military. Eventually, after the surgery, he’d convinced her and his youngest sister to move out to Seattle. It meant everything to him that he could provide for her at long last after she’d fought so hard most of her life just to survive.

      “She needed some shade back there. Those big windows made her kitchen and living room way too warm.” He didn’t like her to be uncomfortable. “Anyway, what were you doing over there? You spoil her worse than I do.”

      “I had a bunch of green peppers. I know she likes them. No big deal. She bragged on you so long I made her stop because I was getting a complex. Then she made me a grilled cheese sandwich and tomato soup to cheer me up. Your mom is rad.”

      Asa snorted a laugh. “Just don’t tell her about the motorcycles at the track. She’d make my life hell if she found out I was racing.”

       

      Twisted Steel was magnificent.

      PJ turned in a slow circle as she stood in the middle of their showroom. Just to her left, a 1970 Chevelle. Candy-apple red.

      Big windows fronted the space, but they managed to still give it a sort of intentionally gritty feel inside with black leather couches placed in a way to look at the cars and bikes on display like art.

      She loved it so very much. Bold and clever. It took itself very seriously when it came to the product but also had a little bit of tongue-in-cheek self-deprecation. Delicious design choices all over the place, including a custom Harley Softail in black matte that gave her a little shiver.

      She’d thought it impossible for Asa to be any hotter, until she saw this place.

      “If you’re done getting all wet over cars can we get your makeup done?” Audra called out.

      “Do you see this?” PJ pointed at the Softail’s back tire. “It’s so fat and delicious. I might actually be maybe a little wet, yes. But I’m just telling you that because we’re so close.”

      PJ plopped down in front of a makeshift makeup station mirror.

      “Go look at your outfits with Stella so she can get you styled for each.” Audra had taken on the task of organizing the shoot. She pointed at a rolling rack of clothes that had PJ’s name on it.

      “I see a theme here.” Stella, who was acting as their makeup person for the day, took in each outfit.

      Tom bounded into their space, amped up on coffee. “What? She’s like a ridiculously sexed-up girl next door. Guys love that. We all know it. So work it and sell my decks!”

      “You can’t be here now. I have it handled.” Audra shoved him out and closed the door to the small conference room where they’d set up.

      “He’s like a hamster on crack,” PJ muttered.

      “The cutest hamster ever, though. Here.” Audra shoved an outfit PJ’s way.

      The first dress turned out to be a pale blue-and-white gingham. She wore it with red glitter pumps, and Stella teased PJ’s hair up in the back and curled her bangs before dividing at the nape of her neck into two braids.

      Thick liner, red lips, and a beauty mark and she found herself shoved back out.

      “PJ, come over and meet Frank, he’s the photographer.” Tom introduced them. “We’re set up in the shop so come on with me.”

      She tried not to trip and fall as she kept stopping to gape at things. Where the showroom had been all about the art of the completed project – a perfect experience for a potential client – the shop, with its bays and workstations, was clearly the heart of the operation.

      High windows sent shafts of light down onto the shop floor and to the offices that ringed it. It was orderly and tidy without being compulsively so.

      She skidded to a halt when she saw the car she’d be posing with.

      “Sweet mother of Bob Dylan,” she breathed out at the sight of the deep blue 1950 Cadillac roadster convertible before her.

      “I take it that means you approve?” Frank asked her.

      “I might need some alone time with this car later.”

      “I know the owner. He might allow it.”

      She turned to catch sight of Asa walking over. Walking! Ha. Prowling was a far better word. The air seemed to hum around him, and she found it a little harder to breathe. Especially when he came to a halt just inches from where she stood.

      “This is yours?” She might have an orgasm just looking at the car. And now she knew it was his.

      He nodded, the corner of his mouth hitching up slightly. “Morning, PJ.”

      “Morning, Asa. I’m going to have a moment with your car, but I won’t do anything she doesn’t want.”

      He stepped closer. “What if she does? What if she wants it all?”

      Man, was she in over her head. Just flirting with him was taking all her effort. What would he be like in bed? What would he kiss like?

      “I’d want to take it slow. Just the tip. At first. If she didn’t like it we’d stop.”

      The smile on his mouth made her tingly.

      “I might try that one. Just the tip has mixed results.”

      Oh, well. That one made her a little dizzy. And by the look he wore, he knew the effect he was having.

      “I doubt that.”

      “What?”

      “Mixed results. You strike me as an overachiever.” PJ lowered her lashes a little as she took in the heft of all that steel. Of course he had a Caddy. Big, strong, bold. Totally in charge. Just like him.

      “So if I’d given you the ‘just the tip’ line?”

      She smiled then. “I don’t know. Why don’t you try it now?”

      PJ rather felt as if she was having an out-of-body experience. There was no other explanation for the words she’d just spoken. Out loud.

      Asa opened his mouth and everything inside her seemed to still, just waiting to hear what he’d say.

      And then Tom called out to get to work and they reluctantly parted.

       

      Asa tried to pretend it was his choice to watch the shoot when really there was nothing else to be done. She sat in his car. Her skin up against his seats. He bet it would smell of her for the rest of the day. That soft, spicy sex she seemed to throw off like pixie dust or something.

      He’d put off returning her call and then had gotten so busy with work he’d legitimately forgotten about it for days at a time. But then she’d come back to his imagination so intensely he’d not called her back on purpose. This sort of raw greed she evoked in him had him nervous.

      She’d taken him by surprise. Yes, she was beautiful. Gorgeous face. Fantastic body. Big blue eyes fringed by long lashes. Lush lips. She’d changed her hair from purple to a blond he was pretty sure was her natural color.

      Pretty women weren’t that rare, though. Certainly not in his world.

      She appealed to him in ways he wasn’t entirely comfortable with or even able to really put into words. It was her freckles he thought about more than her amazing tits. The sound of her voice. The way her eyes had lit when she talked about cars.

      Across from where Asa leaned, the photographer directed her to put her forearm against the steering wheel, where Asa’d just had his hands half an hour before.

      In his car. Touching his things. Satisfaction settled into his bones even as something else stirred to life. A hunger for her that only worsened when she leaned forward, one leg out of the car. Her skirt rose, exposing the tops of her stockings. Big blue eyes lined to emphasize the depth of color, the wide, nearly guileless nature of them. Her tits heaved up at the neckline of that dress.

      The whole picture was a slick, hot fist around his cock.

      Sweet and hot. Innocence and pure, raw carnal pleasure promised in the curve of her lips.

      “No one else in her family looks anything like her.” Duke handed over a cup of coffee.

      Asa tipped his chin in thanks. “I’m pretty sure I’ve never seen anything like her. Ever. If she’s like this now, at what? Twenty-two?”

      Duke winced. “Dude, I would not be having these thoughts about her if she was twenty-two. Close, though. She’s twenty-five. The youngest.”

      “If she’s like this at twenty-five, what will she be like at thirty? She’ll be unstoppable.”

      Duke jabbed him in the side. “You’re defiling her in your head right now, aren’t you?”

      Hell yes. An image of her bent over his desk – her hair messy, backs of her thighs hot with welts he’d left from his favorite crop, her pussy wrapped around his cock as he fucked her – took root in his brain and would not let go.

      “Man’d have to be dead not to notice that body.” He turned to Duke. “And that age. I’m too old to keep up.”

      “I’m old enough to admit it might be a hell of a good time to find out if I could or not.”

      Once they finished with Asa’s Caddy the crew moved it outside. Asa grabbed another cup of coffee and a bagel before sauntering out to discover PJ had changed into shorts and a work shirt open to the waist, where it was tied in a knot.

      Her hair was artfully messy and wrapped in a bright red bandana, the same color as the bra showcased. She wore her glasses this time, and they perched on her nose, the hoop of her eyebrow ring visible when she arched her brow.

      All that skin drove him wild. He wanted to touch. To kiss and lick. Especially that sweet triangle where her breasts and body met at the center of her cleavage. And yet, it could still look nearly sweet on her.

      Nearly.

      One of the assistants handed her a bottle of handcrafted soda, a root beer Asa really liked. He liked it even more when they leaned her against the front of the Chevelle in the showroom and she wrapped glossy red lips around a straw they’d put into the bottle.

      An audible rush of air escaped his lips. The need to see that color at the base of his cock after she’d left it there seemed to take hold like a fever. He made himself turn to tear his attention away. He knew he should leave for a while, but he couldn’t quite force himself to leave the shop while PJ was there.

      He moved over to Duke and some of the other guys, hoping for a distraction. They hung out, working a bit, talking a lot, watching the shoot as it moved between models, settings, and products, but toward the end of the day, the photographer approached.

      “Hey, Asa, I have a question.”

      “Shoot.”

       

      “Tell me you love me,” Audra said quietly as she took the outfit PJ was about to change into out of her hands.

      “I love you. Why did I tell you that, true as it is?”

      Audra looked through the clothes on hangers and pulled out a body-hugging black sleeveless cocktail dress, then glanced back over her shoulder to PJ. “Keep the corset and the stockings and garters.”

      She thrust the dress PJ’s way. “This.”

      PJ gave it a skeptical look. “I’m going to regret that doughnut I ate earlier.” She stepped in and Audra managed to get it zipped.

      “Shut up. You look fantastic. As to why you love me? You love me because this last shoot is with Asa.”

      Audra said this as Stella started dealing with PJ’s hair again, this time smoothing and pinning victory rolls.

      “It is? Why? I’m not complaining or anything.”

      “They wanted someone hotter and darker than the other male model.”

      It wasn’t like PJ hadn’t noticed Asa watching. He’d wander away once she was done, but every time it was her turn, Asa found his way back to where she was, sliding his gaze over her like a caress.

      Normally she was pretty easygoing when it came to flirting and being around men she was attracted to. But Asa was different. More intense. More everything. Having him watch her was foreplay. It made her breathless and nervous.

      And she liked it.

      PJ slid into towering heels, and with a backward glance at the mirror to be sure everything was in place, she headed out to where Asa stood in black pants, black motorcycle boots, and a snug T-shirt that stretched over the muscled wall of his chest.

      Hoo. Boy.

      His gaze found hers as she walked closer. Asa fastened a watch but never took his attention from her.

      “PJ, you know Daniel, right? He has a line with watches and wrist cuffs for men,” Tom explained. “We thought since you looked so great in Asa’s Caddy, maybe the two of you could do this shoot. What do you say?”

      She looked up at Asa and his expression nearly sent her to her knees. All smolder and overwhelming sexuality. PJ licked her lips, trying not to appear nervous and giddy.

      “I want natural light for part of this. Come on outside. We’re set up.” The photographer dashed off.

      Asa held out an elbow. “Those heels look pretty high, and the shop floor can be slippery sometimes.”

      Smiling, she took his arm and walked out with him. His skin was warm and taut against her palm.

      Outside they had her stand with her back to Frank, facing Asa.

      He encircled her waist with his forearm, splaying his palm right above her ass. He was hot and firm and had a hard-on. All her favorite things.

      “Asa, with your right hand, grab PJ’s upper arm.”

      All the air left her when he wrapped his fingers around her biceps. His cock pressed against her and with her heels, they were cock to pussy. She wanted him to push her back against something, anything, so she could get at what he had in his jeans.

      The tension in his muscles brought a head-to-toe shiver. There was so much strength humming from him, it made her wonder just how much he held back. And what he held back.

      His pupils seemed to swallow his irises. He bent his head when Frank told him to, his lips against the side of her neck.

      Her nipples beaded so hard against the front of her corset and dress, she was sure he could feel it against the wall of his chest.

      “Fantastic. I want to try one more thing. Asa, get in the car. I want PJ to lay across the seat, her head in your lap.”

      She didn’t blush, but a burst of heat settled between her thighs.

      He took a reluctant step back, letting go of her arm.

      Stella took her, fixing PJ’s hair. “Girl, you’ve got me all hot and bothered just watching you two,” she murmured.

      “Not just you.” Even knowing everything had been staged by the photographer, PJ was still aflutter after all that up-close contact with him.

      Audra, who’d changed back into street clothes, waggled her brows.

      Asa held his arm out as they removed the watch he’d had on and replaced it with a leather cuff.

      He got in the car and she went to the passenger side.

      “Don’t make her struggle,” Asa barked to the photographer’s assistant. “Help her.”

      How could she just sit there and pretend it wasn’t hotter than the sun that he’d just ordered someone to be careful with her? Jeez.

      She sat and then Frank positioned them both as he moved around. “Turn around here and rest the back of your head on his thigh.”

      His really muscly thigh.

       

      Asa looked down at her, wishing this were real. Wishing it were just the two of them. His cock was so hard it seemed to throb with each beat of his heart.

      “You okay?”

      She smiled up at him. “I can think of worse ways to spend a weekend.”

      He smiled back.

      “Asa, put your hand on her chest, rest it there.”

      He did, pretending he wasn’t itching to slide the top of her dress down to bare her breasts. He wondered if she was pierced anywhere other than her eyebrow. Wondered what sort of ink marked all that pretty skin.

      This close he could see the freckles dancing across her collarbone and the curve of each shoulder. He bet that under her makeup she had even more of them.

      “Cup her throat. Gentle, like a caress.”

      Both of them sucked in a breath, but he bet for different reasons.

      Except when he wrapped his hand around her throat, she exhaled hard, her pupils widening. She must have been able to feel just how into this he was, poking her in the back of the head. He was so hard it was beginning to hurt.

      The photographer spoke in the background. “Perfect. Jesus, PJ, you’re so pretty like this. Fantastic. You can get up. Asa, swing your legs out, I want her on your lap and your hand on her thigh. Get that last watch on him.”

      Asa barely noticed them change out the jewelry because then they had her straddle his lap, artfully arranging the hem of her dress to give a glimpse of a stocking and the strap of her garter belt.

      Her pussy was right over his cock, and he had to exercise iron control not to rock himself against her.

      “Sorry about this. I’ll try not to smoosh you.”

      She was teasing, but he heard the thready tones in some of her words. Took in the jump of her pulse just below her ear. But goddamn, the heat of her was scalding.

      The photographer took Asa’s hand and placed it where he wanted at PJ’s hip. But then he said, “Stella, get her hair around his fist.”

      But before Stella could move, Asa had done it. Like he was meant to.

      He locked gazes with her as Frank took pictures. Asa hadn’t wanted to kiss someone this badly since he’d gotten out of high school.

      “Perfect. That’s it. Thanks to both of you.”

      It took another few seconds to make his hand loosen and let go of her hair. And before anyone else could step in, Asa helped PJ off his lap and stood as well. There was no hiding how hot he was for her, so he just kept it casual as he kissed her cheek.

      “You were a pro through all that,” PJ told him.

      “That so?”

      “Definitely. I have something for you,” she said. “Will you give me ten minutes? I need to change. It’s not going to require anything from you, so get that look off your face.”

      “I’ll be here. My office is that door up there.” Asa pointed and she nodded and left.

      Duke snorted. “You doing okay? Need some pain reliever?”

      “Hey, fuck off. You try not getting hard when that is on your lap. Or when her hair is wrapped around your fist.”

      He’d be remembering that for a while to come. Probably with his eyes closed and that same fist around his cock.
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