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Prologue



The Princess


At six years old there were certain things Grace King didn’t understand. She didn’t understand where babies came from, how birds flew way up high in the sky, or where her father was. Grace had never met her dad; she didn’t know what he looked like, she didn’t even know his name, and for some reason this fact fascinated many people in Mirabelle.


“What’s a girl bastard?”


Grace looked up from the picture she was coloring to see Hoyt Reynolds and Judson Coker looming over the other side of the picnic table where she was sitting.


Every day after the bell rang, Grace would wait outside on the playground for her brother Brendan to come and get her, and they’d walk home together. Today, Brendan was running a little late.


“I don’t know.” Judson smirked. “I think bastard works for boys and girls.”


“Yeah.” Hoyt shrugged. “Trash is trash.”


Brendan was always telling Grace to ignore bullies, advice he had a problem following himself. Half the time she didn’t even know what they were saying. Today was no different. She had no idea what a bastard was, but she was pretty sure it wasn’t anything nice.


Grace looked back down to her picture and started coloring the crown of the princess. She grabbed her pink crayon from the pile she’d dumped out on the table, and just before she started coloring the dress the picture disappeared out from under her hands.


“Hey,” she protested, looking back up at the boys, “give that back.”


“No, I don’t think I will.” Judson slowly started to rip the picture.


“Stop it,” Grace said, swinging her legs over the bench and getting quickly to her feet. She ran to the other side of the table and stood in front of Judson. “Give it back to me.”


“Make me,” he said, holding the picture up high over her head as he ripped it cleanly in half.


Grace took a step forward and stomped down hard on his foot.


“You little bitch!” Judson screamed, hopping up and down on his uninjured foot.


Grace had one second of satisfaction before she found herself sprawled out on her back, the wind knocked out of her.


“Don’t ever touch her again!”


Grace looked up just in time to see a tall, freckled, red-haired boy punch Hoyt in the face. It was Jax, one of Brendan’s best friends, who had come to her rescue. And boy did Jax know what he was doing, because Hoyt fell back onto his butt hard.


“And if you ever call her that word again, you’ll get a lot more than a punch in the face, you stupid little scum bag,” Jax said as he put himself in between Grace and Judson. “Now get out of here.”


“I’m going to tell my father about this,” Hoyt said. This was a legitimate threat as Hoyt’s father was the principal.


“You do that.” Jax shrugged.


Apparently the two eight-year-olds didn’t have anything else to say and they didn’t want to take their chances against a big bad eleven-year-old, because they scrambled away and ran around the side of the building and out of sight.


“You okay?” Jax asked, turning around to Grace.


It was then that Grace realized the back of her dress was covered in mud and her palms were scraped and bleeding.


“No,” she sniffed before she started to bawl.


“Oh, Grace,” Jax said, grabbing her under her arms and pulling her to her feet. “Come here.” He pulled her into his chest and rubbed her back. “It’s okay, Gracie.”


She looked up at him and bit her trembling lip. “They called me names.” She hiccupped.


“They weren’t true,” he said, looking down at her.


“What’s a bastard, Jax?”


Jax’s hand stilled and his nose flared. “Nothing you need to worry about. Grace, sometimes dads aren’t all they’re cracked up to be.”


She nodded once before she buried her head back in his chest. By the time she’d cried herself out, Jax’s shirt was covered in her tears. She took a step back from him and wiped her fingers underneath her eyes. Jax reached down and grabbed the two halves of her picture from the ground.


“We can tape this back together,” he said, looking down at the paper. He studied it for a second before he looked back to her. “This is what you are, Grace. A princess. Don’t let anyone tell you different. You understand?” he asked, lightly tugging on her blond ponytail.


“Yes.” She nodded.


“All right,” he said, handing the papers back to her. “Get your stuff together and we’ll go wait for Brendan.”


“Where is he?” Grace asked as she gathered her crayons and put them back into the box.


“He got into trouble with Principal Reynolds again.”


Grace looked up at Jax and frowned. She really didn’t like the Reynolds family. Principal Reynolds wasn’t any better than his son.


“No frowning, Princess. Let’s go,” Jax said, holding out his hand for her.


Grace shoved her crayons and drawing into her bag. She grabbed Jax’s outstretched hand and let him lead her away.















Chapter One



The Protector


The nightmares felt so real. They always started off the exact same way as the accident had, but then they morphed into something so much worse, something that haunted Jax even when he was awake.


As a deputy sheriff for Atticus County, Jaxson Anderson was no stranger to being the first person to arrive at the scene of an accident. What he wasn’t used to was being the first to an accident that involved two people he cared about. That day it had been Grace and Paige King. Grace was the little sister of Brendan King, one of Jax’s best friends. Paige was Brendan’s wife.


It had happened over six months ago. Violent storms had raged across Mirabelle for days, and the rains had flooded the river that ran through the town, making the current swift and deadly. By some miracle Jax and been driving right behind Paige and Grace. Jax and his friend Bennett Hart had watched as the SUV the girls were in swerved off the road, crashed through a barrier, and disappeared down to Whiskey River. The only thing that had stopped the car from being swept under the water was a tree growing out of the bank. The tree was barely strong enough to hold the car back.


That day Jax had experienced a panic like no other. He’d gone into the river desperate to pull them out. And that was when the second miracle of the day happened. Brendan, along with Nathanial Shepherd and Baxter McCoy had shown up. It took the efforts of all five men to pull the girls out of the car before it was swept under the water. It had been just a matter of seconds of getting them out before the tree gave way.


Jax went over those moments, over and over again, replaying everything from what he’d said to what he’d done. The one thing he was absolutely sure about was that getting those girls out of that river alive was miracle number three.


But Jax’s nightmares didn’t play out like the miracle. No, in his nightmares he watched as Grace died.


When the accident happened, they had to pull Grace out from the car before Paige. In the nightmare, it was Grace who was pulled out second. Paige was safe in Brendan’s arms, and Jax would go to get Grace, but the tree would snap right before his hands touched hers. Jax would scream her name as the river dragged her away and she disappeared under the surface of the water.


Jax woke up, Grace’s name still on his lips. He was breathing hard and drenched in sweat, the sheets sticking to his skin. He blinked, his eyes adjusting to the darkness as he slowly began to realize that what he’d seen wasn’t real. That it was just another nightmare. That Grace wasn’t lost. She’d walked away from the accident with a dislocated shoulder and minor scrapes and bruises.


Jax lay there and when he got his breathing under control and his heart stopped pounding out of his chest, he turned to look at the alarm clock. It was ten to five in the morning. He didn’t need to be up for another hour, but it was pointless for him to even attempt to go back to sleep. Whenever he had a nightmare about Grace, he was on edge until he saw her and knew she was okay.


So instead, Jax threw back the sheets that were tangled around his legs and sat on the edge of the bed. He rubbed his face with his hands before he got up and padded into the bathroom. He brushed his teeth and splashed his face with cold water. He looked into the mirror as water dripped off the end of his long, freckled nose. The hollows under his eyes were tinged a light purple.


Mirabelle had a whopping five thousand people in its six hundred square miles, half of which was water. The little beach town made up sixty percent of Atticus County’s population, and boy did those five thousand sure know how to keep the sheriff’s office busy. Deputies worked twelve-hour shifts. Two days on, then two days off; three days on, then two days off.


Jax had worked only the first day of his three-day shift, and he’d had to deal with plenty already: a kid who’d stolen his mom’s car to go joy riding with his girlfriend, more drunken college kids on spring break than he could count, and three house calls for domestic disturbances, two of which had ended in arrests. He was also investigating a string of burglaries that had been going on in Mirabelle. Five alone in the last two months, and they all looked to be connected.


The day before had been a long one and he left work exhausted. For normal people that would mean sleep would come easier, but that wasn’t the case for Jax. For him, deep sleep brought on his nightmares. He’d been having nightmares for as far back as he could remember, and at twenty-nine years old, that was a long time. It was hard not to have nightmares when you grew up in an environment that was less than friendly.


Haldon Anderson was one mean son-of-a-bitch, and he took great pleasure in making his son feel like shit as often as possible. When Haldon wasn’t in jail, he was out on a fishing boat making money to drown himself in a bottle of liquor and whatever pills he could get his hands on. And when Haldon got on one of his benders, there was absolutely nothing that was going to stop him. Whether Haldon used his fists or his words, he knew how to make a person bleed.


Haldon had laughed when Jax became a deputy seven years ago. He’d thought it was one of the greatest jokes of his life.


“This is perfect,” he’d said, wiping his fingers underneath his eyes. “A worthless boy doing a thankless job. Working for justice my ass, you’re not going to do anything to make this world a better place. The only thing you could’ve possibly done to achieve that was to have never been born.”


Yup, Haldon Anderson, father of the fucking year.


As a child, Jax couldn’t understand why his mother let his father get away with all the abuse. But Patricia Anderson wasn’t a strong woman and her greatest weakness was Haldon. She hadn’t protected her child like a mother should. Actually, she hadn’t done anything that a mother should do.


Jax shook his head and pulled himself out of the past. That was the last thing he wanted to think about.


He put on a sweatshirt, a pair of gym shorts, and his sneakers before he headed out into the chilly April morning. He stretched for a minute before he hit the pavement and attempted to run from his demons.


*     *     *


Grace King inhaled deeply as she pulled out a fresh batch of Bananas Foster muffins. The rich smell filled her nose before it expanded her lungs. She smiled as she set them on the counter to cool. These muffins were going to sell out with the morning breakfast rush.


Grace didn’t care if she was making cookies, pies, or cupcakes; she never got tired of it. One of her first memories was sitting in the kitchen at her grandparents’ house while she watched her mother stir chocolate cake batter. Grace’s fondest memories of her mother were the two of them baking together. Claire King had lost her battle to breast cancer almost fourteen years ago. But before she died, she’d passed on her love for baking to her daughter.


Grace had been working in her grandmother’s café since she was eight years old. Now, at twenty-four, she helped her grandmother run Café Lula. The café was a small, brightly painted cottage out on Mirabelle Beach. The promise of freshly baked food kept customers from all over town and the county pouring in no matter the time of day or the season.


The day promised to be a busy one, as Grace had to fill up the dessert case with fresh goodies. She’d been experimenting with cupcake recipes the past couple of weeks. She’d wanted to make something amazing for her sister-in-law’s baby shower. Grace had eaten dinner at Brendan and Paige’s the night before, and she’d been the one in charge of dessert. For fear of disappointing a sassy pregnant woman, she’d brought her A-game and made two different types of cupcakes.


“I think my favorite is the Blueberry Lemonade,” Paige had said as she’d rubbed her ever-growing belly. “But Trevor seems to like this Red Velvet Cheesecake one. I think he’s dancing in there.”


Trevor Oliver King was supposed to be gracing the world with his presence around the middle of May. Grace couldn’t wait to meet her nephew. Paige was over seven months pregnant, and she was one of those women who still looked beautiful even though she was growing another human being inside of her. If Grace didn’t love her sister-in-law dearly, she would’ve been fifty shades of jealous. As it was, she was only about twenty shades.


But really, Grace couldn’t be happier for her brother and sister-in-law. Brendan was going to be an amazing father. Much better than his or Grace’s had been.


Neither Brendan nor Grace had ever had their fathers in their lives. Brendan’s dad had gotten their mother pregnant when she was seventeen. When he’d found out, he promptly split town and never looked back. But while Brendan at least knew who his father was, Grace had no idea about hers. It was one of the great mysteries, and a constant source of gossip in Mirabelle.


There were many things in life that Grace was grateful for, her brother and Paige topping the list. They were a team and they worked together. They loved each other deeply. And Grace envied that stupid dopey look they always got on their faces. She wanted that. And she knew exactly who she wanted it with. It was just too bad for her that the man in question was stubborn and refused to see her as anything besides his best friend’s little sister.


Grace took a deep breath and shook her head, bringing herself back to the muffins that she had to take to the front of the café. There was no need to concern herself with frustrating men at the moment. So she loaded up a tray with an already cooled batch of muffins and went to load the display case before the eight o’clock rush of customers filled the café. But when she pushed her way through the door she found the frustrating man in question on the other side, staring at her with her favorite pair of deep green eyes.


*     *     *


Jax’s whole body relaxed when he saw Grace push through the door from the kitchen. The moment she saw him her blue eyes lit up and her cupid’s bow mouth split into a giant grin. She’d always looked at him that way. Like he was her favorite person in the whole world. God knew she was his.


“Heya, Deputy. Let me guess,” she said as she put the tray down on the counter, “you came here for coffee?”


No. He’d come here to see her. He always came here to see her. But coffee was a legitimate enough excuse, especially since he hadn’t gotten that much sleep and was at the beginning of another twelve-hour shift.


“Please,” he said, drumming his long, freckled fingers on the counter.


“Did you eat breakfast?” she asked as she pulled a to-go cup off the stack and started pumping coffee into it.


“I’m fine.”


“Hmm.” She looked over her shoulder at him and pursed her lips. “You know that isn’t going to fly for a second. I got just the thing to go with this.” She put the steaming cup and a lid down on the counter. “Go fix your coffee while I bag up your breakfast.”


Grace turned around and pushed through the door to the kitchen as Jax grabbed his cup and went over to the end of the counter where the sugar and milk was.


Since Jax was four years old, the King women had been feeding him. Between them and Shep’s mom, theirs were the only home-cooked meals he’d gotten after his grandmother died. If it hadn’t been for them, he would’ve gone to bed with an empty stomach more nights than most.


Patricia Anderson wasn’t much of a Susie Homemaker. Between her long hours working at the Piggly Wiggly, and drinking herself into a stupor and getting high when Haldon was on parole, she sometimes forgot to stock the freezer with corndogs and mini pizzas for her son.


“Here you go.”


Jax turned to find Grace by his side. She hadn’t gotten the height gene like Brendan. She was about five-feet-four and came in just under Jax’s chin. Her petite stature and soft heart-shaped face inspired an overwhelming urge in him to protect her. She’d always inspired that feeling in him, ever since her mother brought her home from the hospital all those years ago.


“They’re Bananas Foster muffins and they’re fresh out of the oven,” she said, holding out a bag.


“Thanks, Princess,” he said, grabbing the bag and letting his fingers brush the back of her hand.


God, he loved the way her skin felt against his.


“Anytime, Jax.” She smiled widely at him. A second later she stepped into him and grabbed his forearms for balance as she stretched up on her toes and kissed his jaw.


It was something Grace had done a thousand and one times before. She had no concept of personal boundaries with him, and she was wide open with her affection. And just like always, when her lips brushed his skin he had the overwhelming desire to turn into her. To feel her lips against his. To grab her and hold her against him while he explored her mouth with his.


But instead of following that impulse, he let her pull back from him.


“Eat those while they’re hot,” she said, pointing to the bag.


“I will,” he promised.


“Do you need something for lunch? I can get you a sandwich.”


“I’m good.”


“Really?” she asked putting her hands on her hips and narrowing her eyes at him.


He couldn’t help but grin at her attempt to intimidate him.


There was no doubt about the fact that Grace King was tough. She’d had to grow a thick skin over the years. Even though Jax, along with Brendan and Shep, had done everything in their power to try to protect her, they couldn’t be there to shield her from everything. So Grace had done everything to even up the score with whoever tried to put her down. She wasn’t a shy little thing by any means, and she’d tell anybody what was up without a moment’s hesitation.


“I’ll stop somewhere and get something,” he said.


“Or I can give you something now,” she said, exasperated. “I’m getting you a sandwich.” She turned on her heal and walked back into the kitchen.


“Grace, you don’t have to do this,” Jax said, following her.


“I know.” She looked over her shoulder as she opened the refrigerator. “But I’m going to anyway.”


Jax watched as Grace filled a bag with two sandwiches, a bag of chips, a cup of fruit salad, and his favorite, a butterscotch cookie.


“This should last you till dinner.”


Jax didn’t say anything as he pulled his wallet out to pay for everything.


“Oh, I don’t think so,” Grace said, shaking her head. “You are not paying.”


Before Jax could respond the side door in the kitchen opened and Lula Mae walked in.


To the casual observer, Grace and Brendan’s grandmother wouldn’t strike a person as someone to be feared. She had a kind face and bright blue eyes that, when paired with her ample stature and friendly disposition, inspired a feeling of warmth and openness. But Lula Mae was fiercely loyal, and those blue eyes could go as cold as ice when someone hurt anyone she loved. Lula Mae had declared Jax as one of hers over twenty-five years ago, and she’d marched down to his parents’ house more than once to give them a piece of her mind.


Jax had spent more nights sleeping at the Kings’ house than he could count. It was one of the few places he’d actually felt safe growing up. And even now whenever he saw her or her husband, Oliver, he had that overwhelming feeling of being protected.


“Jaxson Lance Anderson,” Lula Mae said, walking up to him, “what in the world is your wallet doing out? Your money is no good here.”


“That’s what I just told him.”


Jax turned back to Grace, who was wearing a self-satisfied smile.


“Your granddaughter just gave me over thirty dollars’ worth of food.” He indicated the stuffed bag on the counter before he turned back to Lula Mae.


“I don’t care,” she said, shaking her head. “Now give me some sugar before you go and keep the people of Mirabelle safe.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Jax leaned down and gave Lula Mae a peck on the check.


“And next time I see that wallet of yours make an appearance in this establishment, you are going to get a smack upside that handsome head of yours. You understand me?”


“Yes, ma’am,” Jax repeated.


“Good boy.” She nodded, patting his cheek.


“Thanks again,” he said, reaching for the bag of food and his coffee. “I’ll see you two later.”


“Bye, sugar,” Lula Mae said as she rounded the counter.


“See you later.” Grace gave him another of her face-splitting grins.


Jax headed for the door, unable to stop his own smile from spreading across his face.


*     *     *


Grace stared at Jax’s retreating form as he walked out of the kitchen, and she appreciated every inch of it. He had a lean muscular body. His shoulders filled out the top of his forest green deputy’s shirt, and his strong back tapered down to his waist. His shirt was tucked into his green pants that hung low from his narrow hips and covered his long, toned legs.


And oh, dear God, did Jaxson Anderson have a nice ass.


Though her appreciation of said ass had only been going on for about ten years, the appreciation of Jaxson Anderson had been discovered a long time ago. He was the boy who saved her from bullies on the playground. The boy who gave her his ice cream cone when hers fell in the dirt. The boy who picked her up off the ground when she Rollerbladed into a tree. The boy who let her cry on his shoulder after her mom died.


Yes, Brendan and Shep had done all those things as well, but Jax was different. Jax was hers. She’d decided that eighteen years ago. She’d just been waiting for him to figure it out.


But the man was ridiculously slow on the uptake.


Grace had been in love with him since she was six years old. She loved his freckles and his reddish brown hair. His hair that was always long enough to where someone could run their fingers through it and rumple it just a little. Not that she’d ever rumpled Jax’s hair, but a girl always had her fantasies, and getting Jax all tousled was most definitely one of Grace’s.


Jax was always so in control and self-contained, and so damn serious. More often than not, that boy had a frown on his face, which was probably why every time Grace saw his dimpled smile it made her go all warm and giddy.


God she loved his smile. She just wanted to kiss it, to run her lips down from his mouth to his smooth, triangular jaw.


Grace sighed wistfully as the door shut behind him and turned to her grandmother.


“You get your young man all fed and caffeinated?” Lula Mae asked as she pulled containers out of the refrigerator.


“I don’t know about ‘my young man,’ but I did get Jax something to soak up that coffee he came in for.”


“Oh, sweetie,” Lula Mae said, looking at Grace and shaking her head pityingly, “that boy did not come in here for coffee.”


“Hmmm, well he sure didn’t ask for anything else,” Grace said as she walked over to the stove and started plating the rest of her muffins.


“Just give it time.”


“Time?” Grace spun around to look at her grandmother. “How much time does the man need? He’s had years.”


“Yes, well, he’ll figure things out. Sooner than later I think.”


“I don’t think so. To him, I’m just Brendan’s little sister.”


“There’s no just about it,” Lula Mae said, grabbing one last container before she closed the fridge and walked back to the counter where she’d piled everything else. “He doesn’t have brotherly feelings for you, Gracie. I’ve never seen anyone fluster that boy the way you do.”


“Oh, come on, Jaxson Anderson doesn’t get flustered,” Grace said, shaking her head.


“If you think that, then he isn’t the only one who’s blind.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“You see, Gracie, you’ve never had the chance to observe him when you aren’t around.”


“And?” she prompted, gesturing with her hand for her grandmother to carry on.


“He changes when you’re around. Smiles more.”


“Really? Because he still frowns a whole lot around me.”


“Well, that’s usually when some other boy is trying to get your attention, and he’s jealous.”


“Jealous.” Grace scoffed. “Jax doesn’t get jealous.”


“Oh, yes, he does. Grace, you need to open your eyes; that boy has been fighting his feelings for you for years.”


And with that, Lula Mae went about fixing her menu for the day, leaving Grace even more frustrated than she had been the minute before.


*     *     *


“Holy hell, that girl can bake.”


Jax bit into his second muffin and chewed slowly. He hadn’t realized how hungry he’d been until he’d taken that first bite, and then he’d promptly inhaled the first muffin. This one he intended to savor. He let the warm richness of the bread rest on his tongue for a moment before he swallowed and took a swig of his steaming coffee.


It was amazing how much better he felt with food in his stomach, or maybe he just felt better because he’d seen Grace. He always felt better when he saw Grace. She made everything so much brighter, so much more. Like swallowing a warm liquid that settled in his stomach before it shot out to his fingers and toes and made him feel like he could take on anything.


The power of caffeine had nothing on Grace King.


She was loud and vibrant, and it was almost impossible to escape her enthusiasm. She’d always had the ability to draw whoever was around into her atmosphere and keep them there. She’d drawn Jax in when she was a baby, and he’d been hooked ever since.


Though how he was hooked had changed in recent years. It hadn’t been a slow gradual change, either. It had been about as subtle as Grace. Jax remembered the day vividly. She’d been eighteen years old; he’d been twenty-three.


He’d stopped by the Kings’ house for dinner one night and Grace was out in the yard, washing her vintage yellow Bug. She had the radio blasting music so she hadn’t heard him pull up on the street. She was wearing short cutoff blue jeans and a bright blue bikini top, the strings tied around the middle of her back and around her neck. Her light blond hair had been up in a ponytail, but a few strands had escaped and were sticking to the side of her neck. It was then, as Jax studied the slope of her neck, that he felt it. He’d wanted to come up behind her and put his mouth to that neck, taste her warm skin against his tongue.


He remembered stopping so suddenly at the thought that he’d almost tripped and landed on his face.


Grace was Brendan’s little sister. Jax had watched her grow up, been there when they’d brought her home from the hospital, heard her first laugh as a baby, watched as she’d taken her first steps, sang happy birthday to her as she blew out candles on every single birthday. This was Grace, the girl he’d always thought of as his little sister. But damn if every single one of those brotherly feelings was gone.


Every. Last. One. Of. Them.


And then he’d watched, paralyzed from the revelation, as she turned to dunk the sponge in her hand in a bucket of soapy water, and he got a glimpse of her side.


“What the hell is that?”


Somehow he’d found his tongue and his voice had carried over the beat of the music.


Grace looked up and turned to him, her usual grin spreading across her face. But he’d only had a moment to register her smile because his eyes darted back down to her side where a blue swallow about the size of his hand was tattooed on her upper ribs. It was diving down; one of its wings spanned her side, the other wrapped around to cup under her right breast.


Jax had never thought much of Grace’s breasts. They were small, not even a handful. But now? Now he wanted to know what those felt like, too. His fingers were itching to untie those straps.


What the hell was wrong with him?


“Why, Jaxson Anderson,” Grace drawled, “are you staring at my chest?”


Jax looked up, and he could feel the flush coming to his cheeks. But he was determined to play this off, because he would go to the grave before he admitted to wanting one of his best friends’ baby sister.


“No, I’m looking at that tattoo on your side,” he said, letting his anger boil over into his voice. “What the hell did you do? Does Brendan know about this?” he almost screamed at her.


Why the hell was he so pissed off?


Because that tattoo was sexy as hell and he didn’t want anyone looking at it. Or God, touching it. Touching her.


Her smile disappeared in an instant and her blue eyes turned icy. “He was there when I got it a month ago,” she said, narrowing her eyes at him.


“He let you?” Jax asked, incredulous.


“Brendan doesn’t let me do anything,” Grace said, crossing her arms under her chest. It made her small breasts more prominent.


How had he not noticed how amazing they were before that moment?


“In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m not a child anymore, Jax.”


And that had been precisely the problem, because he had finally noticed. And it had tortured him every single day for the last six years.


Jax sighed before he took another bite of his muffin, because boy did Grace ever like to torture him.


Grace’s friendliness tended to come off as flirting, and nothing got under Jax’s skin more than when he saw Grace flirting with some little schmuck. He’d had to watch as guy after guy paraded through her life. Okay, so there hadn’t been that many guys who’d gotten past the flirting stage. But none of them had been good enough for her, not a single one.


Jax wasn’t good enough, either, so he’d resigned himself to doing what he was good enough for, watching out for her. And man was watching hard.















Chapter Two



Mr. Monosyllabic vs. the Red High Heels


Jax, Brendan, and Shep had all met on their first day of preschool almost twenty-five years ago. They’d been best friends ever since. Brendan was a mechanic and helped his grandfather run King’s Auto. Shep’s family owned a bar called the Sleepy Sheep out on the beach.


The Sleepy Sheep had been a landmark in Mirabelle for the last sixty-five years. The bar had a Scottish pub feel to it, and the locals and tourists loved it. Shep’s grandparents moved to the area after his grandfather had gotten out of the air force following WWII. Owen Shepherd bought the land and built the bar with his own two hands. It had survived a number of hurricanes and more bar fights than anyone could count. Not that it was a rowdy place or anything. As it went with most establishments that served alcohol, some people just couldn’t handle their liquor, and Jax had been called down a number of times to deal with the drunks.


But tonight Jax wasn’t on duty. Tonight he was going to drink a beer and watch the Yankees demolish the Red Sox. When he was in the second grade, he’d had to do a report on a famous person. He’d stumbled across a biography on Mickey Mantle and he’d been a Yankee fan ever since. This had also inspired Jax to start playing the game.


Baseball was good for Jax. He’d channeled his anger into his pitching and when that wasn’t enough, he used it for batting practice. Jax, Brendan, and Shep had all joined the county baseball league as children. Jax was always a pitcher, Brendan a catcher, and Shep played shortstop. The Kings and Shepherds had split all of the fees so Jax could play, and they drove him to all of the practices and games.


In high school, the three boys had been pretty unstoppable. All of them had made varsity their sophomore year. They’d gone to the playoffs all three years, and had even won state their senior year. They all continued to play on the adult league for the county, but that wouldn’t start up until July.


Jax parked his truck in the lot and walked up to the front of the building. On either side of the front door were two large paned windows that gave a clear view into the crowded bar. The sign above the door creaked in the cool April breeze that blew in off the Gulf. The sign read THE SLEEPY SHEEP in big green letters. Two sheep slept in the corner, Z’s trailing above their heads. Jax pushed open the door to the comforting sounds and smells of one of his favorite places.


While they were growing up, Jax, Brendan, and Shep weren’t allowed in the bar when alcohol was being served. But in those few hours before it opened, Shep’s parents gave them root beer in chilled mugs and let them play pool and darts to their hearts’ content.


The walls, floors, and ceilings of the inside of the bar had been built with the same dark wood as the outside. Over the years the walls had been covered with signed dollar bills and framed cartoon pictures of drunken sheep. The bar was located at the back of the room, running along the wall. Booths lined the walls to the left, and tables surrounded by chairs were scattered across the floor. The right side of the room housed two pool tables and a dartboard. There was a stage in the far corner where a live band sometimes played. The rest of the time music would blare from the jukebox. Tonight there was the added noise from the TVs hanging from the walls.


Jax made his way to the back of the bar and slid into an empty stool next to Bennett Hart. Bennett had been a year younger in high school and he played third baseman Jax’s junior and senior year. Bennett had joined the air force right out of high school. He still sported his short hair that eight years in the service had ingrained in him. During his last tour, he was on a mission when the helicopter he was in was shot down. Only one other man had survived.


Bennett had been back for almost two years now. He was doing better than he had been, but Jax recognized the signs of a man trying to battle his demons. Now, Bennett did construction work to make a living, not to mention a few side jobs restoring antique furniture and building some of his own creations. He’d also come out for the county league last year and now played for the Stingrays, along with Jax, Brendan, and Shep.


“Really?” Jax said, looking over at Bennett and shaking his head at Bennett’s bright red Boston Red Sox shirt.


“What?” Bennett took a sip of his beer as he turned his head to the side to look at Jax.


“You a Red Sox fan now?”


“Nah.” Bennett grinned. “But I’m not a Yankee, either. I’m Braves through and through. I figured I’d root for the Sox tonight so Grace wasn’t all alone.”


When Grace was six years old she decided she was going to be a Red Sox fan just to spite Jax, Brendan, and Shep. The only person that it continued to bother was Jax.


“Grace is here?” Jax asked, looking around.


“Not yet, Romeo.”


Jax turned back to the bar to see Shep grinning at him. At least Shep hadn’t fallen back on his loyalties. He was wearing a navy blue Yankee T-shirt.


“When are you going to get over yourself and just ask her out already?” Shep asked.


Jax frowned. He’d been dealing with these comments from Shep for the past couple of years. Brendan tended to join in, too, but he wasn’t nearly as bad as Shep.


“Mind your own damn business.” Jax drummed his fingers on the bar.


“Which means,” Bennett said, rubbing the condensation from his own mug, “shut up and get him a beer.”


“You’re hopeless,” Shep said, shaking his head at Jax before he turned. He grabbed a frosted mug and went to the tap, filling the mug with a rich amber liquid. “You know,” Shep said as he set the mug down in front of Jax, “if you don’t do something, and soon, you’re going to miss your opportunity.”


“Are you speaking as a wise bartender who knows all?” Jax asked, not hiding his sarcasm.


“No,” Shep said seriously. “I’m speaking as a man. I’m not blind to Grace. And neither are most of the men in this town, or this bar for that matter.” He indicated a spot behind him with his chin.


Jax turned, and as always, the instant his eyes landed on Grace, he felt the intensity of it everywhere, and did he mean everywhere. She was wearing a white T-shirt with a big red “B” on the front, skintight jeans, and red high-heeled shoes that made her at least four inches taller. She was pretty much completely covered, but every single article of clothing hugged her small curves in amazing ways. And her face and hair completed the entire picture. Her eyes were smoky; the black and gray stuff she’d used around her bright blue eyes made them look impossibly brighter. Grace’s hair fell just past her shoulder blades, but tonight she’d curled it. Thick, soft strands swirled around her face and the top of her shoulders.


He wanted to plunge his fingers through it.


Instead he tried not to swallow his tongue.


*     *     *


Grace walked into the Sleepy Sheep, and as always, her eyes zeroed in on the one man she always wanted to see. She’d known he was here. She’d seen his red truck in the parking lot. But something had to be said for the fact that she’d known exactly where he was when she’d walked into the bar. He turned around and his eyes met hers for a moment before they traveled the length of her body. She felt that slow, lingering gaze everywhere.


He swallowed hard and took a deep breath as his eyes settled on hers again, and the frown on his face deepened.


Interesting.


Grace had decided she was through playing fair. She had long ago figured out how to play to her strengths, so tonight she’d pulled out all of the big guns. She had a small chest, something she hadn’t inherited from her mother or her grandmother. But an ingenious push-up bra gave her A-cup breasts a little boost. Grace had a tiny waist, but below that, her hips flared out into a rather round butt that didn’t look half bad in a good pair of jeans. She was short; something she knew could only be fixed with heels. And the power of red high heels was not to be trifled with.


As she made her way toward the bar, she was aware of a surprising number of eyes that were on her. But she could care less about any of them except for one deep green pair, the same green pair that appeared to get more agitated the closer she got.


“You okay?” she asked, stopping in front of Jax. “You look tense.”


“And that’s different how?”


Grace looked behind the bar to find Nathanial Shepherd grinning at her. But no one called him Nathanial. Well, besides his mother, grandmother, and Lula Mae. Everyone called him Shep. Jax and Shep were on opposite sides of the spectrum in many ways; Brendan fell somewhere in the middle.


Out of the three of them, Shep was most definitely the bad boy of the group. Tattoos were scattered across both of his arms and forearms. He had perpetual scruff on his wide, chiseled jaw and above his lips, which were usually quirked up in a smile. He had the darkest blue eyes that Grace had ever seen on a man and thick wavy black hair that was always shaggy and rumpled.


There was no doubt about it, Shep was hot. But Grace had never had any romantic feelings for him. No, those were reserved for the scowling redhead in front of her.


Grace tilted her head to the side and studied Jax’s scowl, which reached all the way up to the corners of his eyes and wrinkled his forehead.


“More tense than usual,” Grace amended.


“Something that could be so easily remedied,” Shep said.


“Shep’s remedies for life,” someone said, sliding an arm around Grace, “most likely include sex.”


Grace looked up into the smiling face of Brendan. Claire King had passed on her light blue eyes to both of her children, but Brendan had inherited Claire’s wide smile. Whenever Grace saw it, she was intensely grateful she could still see small pieces of her mother were still alive.


“Hey, Gracie.” He kissed her temple.


“You would know all about my remedies for life.” Shep smirked. “Speaking of which, I wasn’t expecting you tonight. Where is your very pregnant wife?”


“Paige is spending some quality time with her mother.”


“How’s Denise doing?” Bennett asked.


“It’s still hard for her without Trevor. But working part-time at the health clinic is keeping her a little busy. I think the baby will be good for her. When Paige is done with her maternity leave, Denise is going to watch him a couple of days a week,” Brendan said, letting go of Grace and sliding onto the stool on the other side of Bennett.


Last September, Paige’s father had lost his battle with pancreatic cancer. Grace could relate to Paige’s loss; she knew what it was like to have a parent die. But she couldn’t relate to what Denise was going through. She couldn’t imagine losing the love of her life. And with that thought, Grace’s gaze flickered back to Jax, who was still frowning at her.


“Seriously, what’s up with you?” Grace whispered to Jax as she sat down on the stool next to him.


“Nothing.” He took a drink of his beer.


“Long day?” she asked.


“Yeah.”


“Busy?”


“Yup.” He nodded.


“You working tomorrow?”


“Uh-huh.”


So he was in monosyllabic form tonight. Not that Jaxson Anderson could ever be considered talkative. But still, he really was the most frustrating human being. Ever.


“I need a tall drink, or a tall man.”


Grace turned to find Harper Laurence sliding onto the seat next to her.


Grace had been friends with Harper for twelve years. The Laurences had moved down to Mirabelle when Harper’s dad had inherited his uncle’s veterinary practice. Harper had been one of those girls who had taken a little time to grow into her body. She’d been slightly overweight when she’d started the sixth grade. Grace had known exactly what it was like to be bullied, and she, along with Melanie O’Bryan, had brought Harper into their circle.


Harper had grown into her body in high school. Her curves had come into full bloom, and those same guys who had bullied her started drooling over her. Along with those curves, she had thick black hair that flowed down to the middle of her back, and violet eyes. Add to that the fact that she was a massage therapist with magic hands, and any man was a goner.


“Oh, jeez, not another one.”


Grace turned back to Jax who was shaking his head at Harper’s bright red Boston Red Sox T-shirt.


“The numbers are even now. Three to three. Drink your beer and shut up,” Grace said before she turned back to Harper. “What’s wrong?”


“Guess who came in today,” Harper said, raising one of her perfectly plucked black eyebrows.


“Who?”


“Bethelda Grimshaw.”


“We’re going to need something stronger than a beer down here,” Grace called down to Shep, who was filling a mug up for Brendan. “Harper had to deal with the dragon today.”


Bethelda Grimshaw was Mirabelle’s resident bitch. She’d worked for the town newspaper fifteen years ago. Back then she had a tendency to report on things that were less than savory, her stories focusing on the people of Mirabelle. When her articles turned downright nasty people demanded that Bethelda be fired; Oliver King, Brendan and Grace’s grandfather, had been the loudest. Grace and Brendan’s parentage had been the subject of many articles.


Now Bethelda used her online blog to spread her trash. Her blog was one of those things that no one in Mirabelle would admit to reading, yet everyone knew what she wrote about.


Brendan leaned back in his chair to look at Harper. Grace recognized the look on his face. It was the one that meant he was barely holding in his anger. Brendan had a bit of a temper, and a surefire way to light it up was to mention Bethelda Grimshaw. Brendan and Paige had been the focus of quite a few of Bethelda’s articles over the last year and a half.


“She write an article about you?” he asked.


“Oh, I’m sure it’s just a matter of time, but no, not today. She’s one of my new clients, though. Do you think ‘horrible hag’ is contagious?” she asked, looking at Grace a bit pathetically. “I don’t want to grow scales on my hands.”


“I know just the cure for that,” Shep said, putting down two glasses filled with ice. “Tequila.” He poured a generous amount of the golden liquid into a metal container that he pulled out from under the bar. He added many other brightly colored liquids from bottles behind the counter before he put a metal top on the container and shook it. He poured his concoction into the glasses; it was an orangish red that reminded Grace of a sunset. “Drink up,” he said, putting a straw in each glass and pushing them across the bar to Harper and Grace.


Grace grabbed her drink and took a long sip. It tasted like citrus, strawberries, something else that she couldn’t quite put her finger on, and a healthy dose of tequila.


“Mmm, what is this called?” Harper asked, sounding like she was in heaven.


“The Dragon Killer.”


“This is amazing,” Grace said, closing her eyes and taking a long pull.


When she opened her eyes again, she saw Jax staring at her out of the corner of her eye.


“What?” she asked, turning to him.


“Nothing,” he said, shaking his head and turning his focus to the TV that was mounted on the wall behind the bar.


“He seems moodier than usual,” Grace whispered out of the side of her mouth at Harper.


“That’s probably because of what you’re wearing, darling. He can actually see the outline of your boobs and he doesn’t know what to do with himself.” Harper talked around the straw that was still in her mouth.


“I have a few ideas,” Grace whispered back.


“Oh, I’m sure you do.”


“What are you two conspiring about?” Shep asked, moving in front of them again.


“How the Red Sox are going to kick your beloved Yankees in the ass,” Grace said, pasting on her customary smart-ass grin.


“You want to bet, Princess?” Jax asked.


Grace looked at Jax over her shoulder and batted her eyes at him. “Absolutely, big boy. How much?”


“We get to make the terms,” Harper burst out before Jax could say anything.


“What?” Grace asked, turning to look at her.


“We get to make the terms, me, Shep, Brendan, and Bennett. And you two don’t get to see what the wager is until the game is done.”


“I don’t know about that,” Jax said.


Grace turned to look at him and grinned wickedly. “Scared?” she taunted.


“Not on your life. Fine, you guys make the terms.” He leaned back and took another sip of his beer.


“Give me a napkin,” Harper said as she dug a pen out of her purse.


She scribbled something down, her hand covering what she wrote from everyone’s view. She folded the napkin in half and passed it to Shep. Shep unfolded the napkin, and his mouth split into a grin before he passed it to Bennett, who laughed before he handed it to Brendan.


“Boy am I ever so glad I came out tonight,” Brendan said, passing the napkin back to Shep, who shoved it in his back pocket.


“Shake on it,” Harper demanded.


“Prepare to be walloped,” Grace said as she stuck out her hand.


“Princess, you’re the one who’s in for a world of pain,” he said as his long, strong fingers wrapped around the back of her hand. Their hands pumped once, before they let go.


Jax’s words affected Grace because she knew that far beyond this bet he had the power to hurt her more than anyone else.


*     *     *


It was the bottom of the ninth, and the score was 7–5, the Yankees leading. The Yankees had been pitching a fairly good game, but with only one out and a Red Sox player on both first and second, it wasn’t over.


Jax was on edge, but it had less to do with the game and more to do with the woman next to him.


What the hell was wrong with him?


From the moment she’d walked into the bar he’d been a freaking mess. It was taking everything in him to focus on the game, and not the constant feel of her leg brushing up against his, or the ever-present smell of her soft perfume. He just wanted to push his nose into the hollow of her throat and inhale.


And what the hell were the terms of the bet? What the hell had he agreed to? He’d lost his damn mind.


It was all Grace’s fault. Her too tight T-shirt was distracting him. But it wasn’t like she could take it off or anything.


And then he had an image of her taking off her too tight T-shirt.


“Shit,” he mumbled, rubbing his eyes with his palms. But that image wasn’t going anywhere.


Grace turned to look at him, her knee brushing his thigh for the hundredth time that night.


“What?” he asked, looking at her.


“Nothing,” she said, shaking her head, looking more than slightly amused. “You just keep mumbling to yourself over there. It must be a fascinating conversation.”


“Grace, pay attention,” Harper said, leaning over the bar to get a better view of the TV.


Jax turned just as the batter for the Red Sox took a swing and the ball sailed past the outfield and into the stands.


“Shit,” Jax repeated, but Grace’s and Harper’s loud cheers drowned it out.


“Okay, what do I win?” Grace asked, sticking her hand out toward Shep.


The grin that spread across Shep’s face made Jax more than a little nervous. Shep pulled the napkin out of his pocket and placed it in Grace’s hand. She opened the napkin, her eyes gleaming.


“Perfect,” she said, slapping the napkin down in front of Jax so he could read it.


The loser has to ask the winner to dance to a song of the winner’s choosing.


“I don’t dance.” Jax looked up at all the eyes now focused on him.


“You shook on it,” Bennett said. “That’s a verbal contract. As a man of the law you can’t back out.”


God, how the hell was he going to last three minutes with Grace pushed up against him?


“Don’t worry, Jax,” Grace whispered in his ear, “it’ll be painless.”


Nope, that wasn’t true. He’d been in quite a bit of pain for the last three hours. Dancing with Grace was going to be excruciating.


“Go pick your song, Princess.” He turned to her, his face just inches away. He was so close to her that he had an up-close and personal view of her blue eyes.


Grace slid off her seat and Harper followed her to the corner.


“You guys suck.” Jax finished his beer. What he really needed was a shot of whiskey, but that wasn’t in his best interest since he would be driving soon.


“Yeah,” Shep said, shaking his head. “You have to dance with a beautiful girl. Your life is so hard.”


“I don’t know how you do it,” Brendan said.


A soft slow song picked up over the speakers and Jax stood up as Grace made her way across the bar. She stopped in front of him, her smile suddenly shy. It made his chest tighten.


“Can I have this dance, Princess?” he asked, holding out his hand for her.


“Absolutely,” she said, putting her hand in his.


He led her away from the four pairs of prying eyes onto the nearly empty dance floor. He slowly spun her around and pulled her to him, her body right up against his. He placed his free hand at the small of her back, and she rested hers on his shoulder.


Jax had danced with Grace before, but he could never fully prepare himself for the feeling of having her so near. How her hand felt in his, or what it did to him when she rested her head on his chest, or how every time he breathed he inhaled her. He could dance with her every day for the rest of his life, and it would still feel like this. Like his world was here in front of him, like the most important thing in his life was in his hands. And then the music would end, she’d walk away, and he’d be surprised he was still standing.


Jax moved his head, and his nose skimmed the top of her hair. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply as he continued to move them slowly across the dance floor.


“Jax,” Grace whispered as she pulled back from his chest and looked up at him, “are you going to tell me why you’re in such a mood?”


“Your clothes are too tight.”


“What?” she asked, confusion wrinkling her forehead. “You don’t like what I’m wearing?”


“No,” he lied. Problem was he liked it way too much. “Every guy in this place is looking at you,” he said, looking down at her.


“Why do you care?”


“Because I don’t like the way they’re looking at you.”


“Is this you doing your big brother thing and trying to protect me?”


“Yes,” he lied again. This had nothing to do with any big brother thing. He was pretty sure that if Brendan ever got an idea of all of the non–big brother things he wanted to do to her, Brendan would punch him in the face. “None of them are good enough for you. They only want to get in your pants.”


Hurt flashed through her eyes before they hardened and turned icy. “So what you’re saying is, I dress like a slut?”


“I didn’t say that,” Jax said.


“I can take care of myself, you know.”


“I’m sure you can,” he said, maybe a little bit too patronizingly. But what did she expect? He would go to the grave trying to protect her. Especially from all the assholes eyeing her like she was dessert.


“You don’t believe me?” she asked.


“I do believe you. But old habits die hard.”


“You can say that again,” she said, clearly beyond pissed off.


“Grace?”


“You know, I could care less about getting anyone’s attention, except for one person who is clearly an idiot. Or maybe I’m the idiot. You tell me no one is good enough for me?” she asked, raising her eyebrows. “Well, why don’t you do something about it?” She pushed away from him, leaving him standing in the middle of the dance floor.


“Grace,” he called after her.


“I’m out of here.” She grabbed her purse from the bar and turned around.


“What’s wrong,” he said, blocking her path to the door.


“Don’t, Jax.” She refused to meet his gaze.


“Grace.” He said her name again, needing to see her eyes.


When she looked up at him, the wetness that he found in her eyes brought him up short.


“Just let me go, Jax,” she whispered desperately.


He nodded, stepping out of her way. He turned and watched her walk away, completely baffled as to what had just happened.















Chapter Three



The Dangers of Flour


Grace pounded her fists into the dough in front of her. But it wasn’t helping. The harder she pounded, the angrier she got.


Yes, she was pissed at Jax, but she was more pissed at herself.


Stupid, stupid, stupid.


How many times had she told herself that Jax didn’t look at her that way? And yet she’d pushed it and made an idiot of herself. Oh, she’d gotten him to notice her, but only because he thought she dressed like a slut. And to top it off he’d pulled out his go-to brotherly advice and made her feel like a child. Like his best friend’s baby sister.


Perfect, just perfect.


Every time her fist hit the dough, a canister of metal utensils jumped and clanged together.


He doesn’t want you. Not in the way you want him. Let it go. Let him go.


Grace stopped and closed her eyes. She dropped her head between her shoulders and leaned forward. She gripped the counter with both hands and took a deep breath, trying to find an ounce of composure.


The very idea of letting go of Jax was impossible, and she was lying to herself if she thought it was possible.


But she was so good at lying to herself. The few relationships she’d been in had been a lie. How could a person give themselves to someone truly and completely when they were in love with someone else? Grace had never been able to do it, which had ultimately led to the end of those relationships. But she kept trying to find that someone who would make her get over Jax.
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