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Despite his brooding bad-boy attitude, Brody knows life has treated him pretty well. His luxury charter airline, Sky High, has given him financial security and the means to take to the skies whenever things on the ground get complicated. And lately, things have become very complicated, thanks to the insanely passionate, or perhaps just insane, kiss he shared with Sky High’s gorgeous, wisecracking concierge, Maddie. He's tried to keep his distance, but now Maddie desperately needs help, and it’s triggering protective alpha-male urges Brody didn’t even know he had...


For months, Maddie hid her crush on sexy, exasperating Brody behind a cool, kick-ass exterior...and then blew that to smithereens by jumping him in the lobby. She’s tried to break her ties with Sky High, but Brody won’t let her walk away – especially now that he knows that Maddie and her twin sister Leena are in big-time trouble. To save Leena, Maddie and Brody must pose as husband and wife, and Maddie is amazed that the man she thought was oblivious to her existence knows her very well indeed.









Chapter 1



The man pulled up in a rumbling, bad-boy Camaro like he owned his world, and Maddie had good reason to know he did.


Brody West owned his world all right, and completely rocked hers.


What the hell was he doing here?


It’d been a long time since she’d seen him. Six weeks, two and a half days, and waaaaay too many minutes. Not that she was counting.


But to be honest, that she hadn’t seen him was all her own doing. She’d left town to recover.


To think.


To make a Plan with a capital P.


Hence staying in the mountains where no one could bother her—including Brody.



Especially Brody.


With him, no contact was good contact since they clashed at every turn, bickered when they weren’t clashing, and in general, brought out the worst in each other. She hadn’t even thought about him while she’d been gone, sitting here on the porch of the log-style cabin that she’d rented for its rustic, isolated beauty, emphasis on isolated.


Okay, so she’d thought about him. She just hadn’t wanted to think about him. Probably, she was just overreacting. Honestly, maybe it wasn’t even him in the car.


And yet, she knew better. Her body knew better. The simple act of hearing the engine rev had made the hair on the nape of her neck rise in sudden, unexpected awareness.


Yeah, it was him because she felt . . .


God, she felt so much, but thunderstruck led the pack, though an undeniable excitement came in close second.


He was here, forty-five miles off the beaten path from his home in the Burbank Hills to the Angeles Forest.


But why? Why wasn’t he holed up in his office, or on one of his planes he loved more than anything, working himself into an early grave as he liked to do?


She knew that he, along with his partners, Shayne and Noah, wanted her back at work, seemed desperate for her to be back. Shayne had told her yesterday on the phone that Sky High had gone through four temp concierges in the time she’d been gone on leave, all of whom Brody had chased off with his sunny nature.


Translation: he’d been brooding and edgy and terrifying.


Yeah. Sounded like him.


But the brooding and edgy thing had never bothered her much. Maybe because she’d always been drawn to the bad boys. The reason for that was simple. Bad boys wanted the same things she did—no strings attached.


She didn’t do strings.


Outside, Brody turned off the Camaro, and silence filled the air.


A heavy, weighted, questioning silence.


And suddenly, Maddie’s chest felt too tight. Damn it. She let out a long, calming breath, which of course, didn’t work. It never worked. Neither did just sitting at the window staring down at him, but God, she was tired, and still recovering. Yeah, that’s what this asinine weakness in her knees was—recovery. Because it sure as hell wasn’t for him.


No way.


They didn’t even like each other . . .


And yet she leaned over so she could see out the window again, past the tall twin pines trying to block her view of the nearly six feet, four inches of rough-and-tumble, sexy as hell male as he unfolded his long legs from the muscle car.


Her pulse took another unfortunate leap. The last time she’d seen him, he’d been in his pilot’s uniform, and even though it was ridiculous and juvenile and wrong, it had turned her on. The thought of seeing him out of it? Even more so.


Yeah, she had a problem. She’d been shamelessly, secretly crushing on him all damn year. But that was her own humiliating secret, and one she’d take to the grave. And here was another—that fateful last day at work six weeks ago now, when she’d been just a little ticked off that she couldn’t get him to notice her as a woman, she’d dressed solely to gain his attention—miniskirt, snug cami, teetering heels, the whole shebang. She’d been gratified when it’d worked, when he’d executed a comical double take at her and then spilled coffee down the front of his shirt.


Mission accomplished. He’d most definitely noticed her as a woman.


The excitement level had been so high she couldn’t stand it. And then she’d smart-mouthed a psychopath and gotten herself shot, and her life had been put on pause.


Fast-forward to now.


Shutting the driver’s door of the Camaro, he stared at the cabin. He wore a T-shirt, cargoes, and scuffed boots, all in black, emphasizing that world-class bod she’d spent many, many days drooling over while pretending to work.


Unlike her, the man was genetically incapable of pretending anything. Nope, he rarely bothered to hide his thoughts, especially as they pertained to her, thoughts that had at one time or another run the gamut from baffled to that one time she’d done the unthinkable and pressed him back against a wall and kissed him.


And for that one blissful moment, he hadn’t been vexed or grumpy. He’d been stunned and aroused and all sleepy-eyed and sexy with it.


Not now, though.


Now he stood there, tall and sure, a frown on his face, his dark hair falling carelessly across his brow, and at just past his collar, longer than one would expect a pilot’s hair to be. She knew that it wasn’t that way because he cared about being in style, but because he simply forgot to get it cut. Sometimes she thought he’d forget his own head if it wasn’t attached.


The only things he never forgot were his damn planes or his business. Sky High Air was an exclusive, luxurious, sophisticated airline service. Pretty damned hilarious considering that the three guys who ran it had been troubled youths, to say it kindly. They’d started Sky High last year by the seat of their pants and their collective wits. They’d put their heads and bank accounts together, managing, barely, to eke enough money to get it going, then keep it going.


But a miracle had occurred. The LA rich and spoiled had discovered them, loved them and the services they provided, and all the buckets and buckets of antacids they’d consumed over the cost of the start-up were finally paying off.


Below, Brody stopped on the walk and looked up.


She held her breath. Hard to believe they made geeks in such outrageously magnificent male packages, but there it stood, looking for her.


His eyes were hidden behind mirrored aviator sunglasses, but she knew them to be a mesmerizing pewter gray that could turn to ice or flame given his mood, and they were filled with secrets she’d never managed to plumb.


They drove her crazy, those secrets. She’d always wanted to know their depths, wanted to know what made him tick, his likes, his dislikes . . . and the yearning had driven her even more crazy.


Had.


Because she no longer had the luxury of dreaming about him. She had other things to dream about—things like life and death.


But he didn’t know that as he headed for the door. Around his neck were the earphones for his iPod, which probably had Linkin Park blasting out at decibel levels uncharted. How the man hadn’t gone deaf was beyond her, but that wasn’t what she wondered as her gaze ran all over him like he was cotton candy. No, she wondered how she was going to keep her hands to herself if she had to talk to him one-on-one . . .



Get a grip.


After all, his partners had stolen her heart from day one, too, and she didn’t want to jump them. Shayne and Noah were bad boys as well, and when she’d gotten the job working for them, the rebel inside her had rejoiced to find a place where she belonged. She loved them both, loved them like the older brothers she never had.


But nothing about her feelings for the edgy, brooding Brody was brotherly.


Nowhere even close.


Very annoying, and hard to hide as well, though she’d managed. She always managed, no matter the task. Cool as a cucumber, that was Maddie, always.


She needed to find that cool now. Oh boy, how she needed to find that cool.


Not easy when that dark, silky hair of his called to her fingers, and then there was that lean, angular face she wanted to touch, or that tough, muscular body she wanted to lick from top to bottom.


Damn it, she’d told herself she was over her little schoolgirl crush, over whatever it was about him that melted her brain cells, not to mention her bones, leaving her a ridiculously vulnerable puddle of longing every time he so much as looked at her.


She was tougher than this.


But not with him.


That thought came out of nowhere, and she beat it back, along with the knowledge that he, unlike any other man she’d ever met, had somehow sneaked past her defenses, past her carefully erected brick walls, and saw the woman beneath.


He stopped walking. Stopped and tilted his dark head up to the second story window, and then seemed to look right into her eyes.


Oh, God.


Unprepared for the reaction that barreled through her, she actually sat there, still, rooted to the spot for one long heartbeat.


“Who is that?”


Maddie jumped as her sister came into the room. Tiptoed, as if someone was still on her trail, in the jerky, self-conscious movement of someone used to being pushed around.


Goddamnit. “No one, Leena. It’s okay.”


Leena leaned over Maddie’s shoulder, gnawing her lower lip between her teeth as she took in the man on the walk below. “My God,” she murmured and shivered.


Yes, Maddie thought. My God. Brody induced that reaction from her, too.


“That’s not no one.”


True enough. She took another quick peek and felt a shiver herself, not of fear of that impressive size and height, but because she knew what that impressive size and height felt like full frontal and plastered up against her. “It’s okay. He’s my boss.”


Leena let out a low breath as she stared at Brody. “You work for him?”


“And two others. Three pilots.”


“You work for three men like that?”


No use telling her that not all men were manipulative jerks who ruled with their superior size or fist. That was something she’d have to learn on her own.


After all, Maddie had.


“You can’t let him in,” Leena said, a growing panic in her voice, a panic Maddie felt as her own.


Because Leena was right. She couldn’t let him in. Couldn’t because there was far too much at stake here.


No matter that she and Brody had unresolved issues, mostly hers. There were other more pressing issues, issues that had nothing to do with him.


Serious issues.


Like those life-and-death issues . . .


If she let him in, he’d take one look at her and know something was wrong because brooding and edgy as he might be, he had the intuition and instincts of a panther—sharp and unwavering.


In Brody’s world, things were black-and-white. Right and wrong. When something was broken, he fixed it. If someone needed him, he moved heaven and earth to do whatever needed to be done, and he would do so for a perfect stranger.


Maddie was no stranger, perfect or otherwise.


Yeah, he’d want to help.


Only he couldn’t.


No one could.


Staring down at Brody, her pulse raced with a horrible mixture of yearning and wariness. Him showing up was the worst thing that could have happened, for the both of them.


Not that he could know that or the fact that she was in over her head in a way she hadn’t been since he’d hired her and unknowingly given her a much needed security that she valued above all else.


But apparently unable to read her mind, he headed straight for the front door, his long-limbed stride filled with a casual ease that said even if he’d known about any potential danger, it wouldn’t have stopped him.


God, she loved that about him.


Beside her, Leena made a sound of distress and wrung her hands together.


Maddie’s reaction wasn’t much different. Her heart took another hard knock against her ribs. She had no idea what it was about Brody’s attitude that went straight to her gut—and several other good spots as well—but with that scowl on his face, he looked every inch the wild, bad-boy rebel pilot that she knew him to be.


And from deep within her came a new emotion, one she hadn’t thought still existed inside her.


Hope.


It made absolutely no sense, no sense at all, and she quickly squashed it flat because that particular emotion, or anything close to it, had no place here, and she’d do well to remember it.


That was the hard part. Remembering it.


“Maddie,” Leena whispered.


“I know.”


For all of their sakes, she had to get rid of him.



Fast.








Chapter 2



Brody knocked on the door of the cabin as if he was Avon calling, but in truth, he felt much more like the big, bad wolf standing outside Maddie’s house of straw.


Or at least a big oaf.


He had no idea why, but around her, he felt clumsy and off-kilter. Oh, wait. He knew exactly why. She was smart and amazing and hot and funny and hot, and so far out of his league he couldn’t even see the league.


He knocked again, glancing at Maddie’s Jeep in the driveway and the car next to it, wondering if she was alone, wondering why she was here, in the mountains, miles from the nearest high-end clothing store. Maddie was a sophisticated, elegant, big-city lover who considered anything less than a four-star hotel roughing it.


She wasn’t exactly roughing it, not in this big, beautiful rustic cabin, built with a rather staggering view of majestic mountains and valleys as far as the eye could see. The front yard was a homage to The Ponderosa era, with a wagon wheel on either side of the walkway and railroad ties lining the path, all of it rather beautiful really, in a very Wild West sort of way.


But this was definitely a distant world for Maddie. So what the hell was she doing out here, far from the work she loved, apparently unconcerned about earning money?


The thought was alien to him.


Give him the stability of work, and the money earned for that work, and he was good. Not worrying about the roof over his head or his next meal was pretty much all he required from life.


And flying.


Flying was a close second to eating. Flying made him whole, flying made him happy. Flying was everything.


Maddie was an enigma because she didn’t seem to need any one thing, or anyone, for that matter. Maybe that’s what made her so good at her job. She was a freak of nature who could work a keyboard, a cell phone, and a scheduling board, and run Sky High Air at the same time, all without seeming to care what anyone thought.


She was his employee. His responsibility, and she drove him batshit crazy. He’d told himself it was her persona. She looked like a punk rocker superhero. Her hair could be spiky platinum one day, straight jet black with magenta streaks the next. She had several visible body piercings, and wondering about the ones not visible had kept him up on more than one long night. She wore leather and silk with equal élan, and her exotic footwear alone had given him more fantasies than he cared to admit.


He wanted her more than he’d ever wanted a woman. Hell, more than he’d ever wanted a plane, and that was saying something.


She walked as if she’d been born the Queen of the Free World, which only further confused him because usually, he was drawn to sweet and easy. And, okay, maybe just a little bit naughty.


There was nothing sweet or easy about Maddie, and he doubted that she was only a little bit naughty. Everything about her, from her baby blues to the tip of her manicured toes, everything screamed look-but-don’t-touch, and in her presence, he was always swamped with conflicting emotions—the urge to rumple her up and the need to put his hands in his pockets to keep them off her.


Yeah. She really got to him. It was the equal mix of quick wit and trouble in her eyes. It was the sharp humor she revealed in her smile, which was so damn contagious he often found himself smiling back, with or without being in on the joke. It was how she cared so deeply about the people around her, people like Noah and Shayne, and also him.


Especially when it was him.


Once he’d fallen off a ladder and landed on his ass, and she’d been the first one to get to him. She’d thrown herself at him, fear in her voice, and for that moment before she’d figured out he wasn’t hurt, before she’d smacked him and yelled at him never to scare her like that again, he’d really enjoyed the feel of her curves hugging up all over him. Another time, he’d heard her on the phone telling a client about his piloting skills, bragging about how he was the best of the best, and he’d actually felt his chest puff up.


Yeah, he really liked it when she revealed how much she cared.


But this wasn’t about him or how she seriously screwed with his head on a daily basis. This was about work. About Sky High Air.


He handled the majority of the flights himself. Noah specialized in personalized adventures, finding and fine-tuning them for their clients. Shayne, the people person of the group, brought in their rich clients. Together, they made the whole package, whether that meant flying a turbo prop or a jet on a moment’s notice, taking a charter flight to Santa Barbara or a business group to Alaska, it got handled efficiently, discreetly, and luxuriously.


And it was all managed by Maddie, the best concierge on the planet. Sky High couldn’t have achieved half their success without her, and none of them ever doubted it for a minute. Glorious, hotheaded, temperamental, beautiful Maddie Stone.


They needed her back.


Like yesterday.


No one could replace her, and he’d learned that the hard way. He was here to deliver that exact message. He planned to beg her, if necessary, and then get the hell back to where he belonged.


In the air.


He wanted her to show up for work, nose thrust higher than any of his planes, telling him to go to hell in that soft, come-fuck-me voice while stopping his world with one look from those sharp, light blue eyes. And when she smiled? Jesus. He had a rep for being damned near indomitable, and yet her smile absolutely broke him every single time.


Untouchable . . .


It shocked him, really. The effect she had on him. She was tough and resilient and by turns, hard as nails or soft as butter melting on hot bread, and she never, ever compromised.


And yet there was no doubt in his mind that when she looked at him, she held back. She held back a lot, never quite letting him see the real her, except for that one time when for just a moment, he’d caught a glimpse of her entire heart and soul.


It’d shaken him. It’d opened his eyes to her. It’d told him his gut was right—that beneath that tough-ass exterior beat the heart of a woman he could fall for. Terrifying, really. So he did his best to keep a certain distance, or at least, that had been his plan.


Until she’d gotten shot while working in his lobby, on his goddamn watch, and then vanished from the face of the earth for six hellishly long weeks during which he’d just about lost his mind until she’d called.


She didn’t answer the door. Of course she didn’t answer her door because that would have been easy. Stepping back, he glanced back up at the window above, but if he’d seen a flash of her a moment ago, she was gone now.


Avoidance. He recognized the technique, just not the need for it. Maybe she’d expected them to ignore her disappearance, or if not, then she’d have thought either Shayne or Noah would have come, both of whom had a much softer, easier relationship with her.


Well, too bad, they’d sent him. The hard-ass.


He knocked again and waited with barely concealed impatience. He needed to get back to LA. He had flights scheduled, and the Piper needed a full work over . . .


That’s when he heard it, a soft whisper.


A rustling.


Someone stood just behind the front door, possibly looking through the peephole decorated with a horseshoe. Someone, no doubt, just waiting for him to leave. “Maddie?”


A hushed silence greeted him. A very fully loaded hushed silence.


“Maddie, come on. Open up.”


More of that loaded nothing, and he tried a different technique. “I have a stack of mail that came for you at Sky High. All your magazines . . .” He figured that would get her. She loved her magazines: US Weekly, People, anything pop culture, she inhaled.


But she didn’t open the door.


Okay, next tactic. “You should know, Shayne crashed your scheduling program all to hell. We’ve got planes coming and going, and maybe some are even getting off the tarmac without getting billed.”


More of the nothing, but a new, even tighter tension filled it. Nothing Maddie hated more than money being wasted. In that way, they were kindred souls.


In all other ways, they were classic opposites—oil and water, day and night—and like the Sesame Street song went, they were two things that did not go together. “Come on, Mad. Shayne and Noah are worried sick about you. Open up for me, show me you’re good to go, that you can slay me with just one of your classic glacial stares, and I’ll leave you the hell alone, I swear.”


When she didn’t, he had to admit to the smallest flash of relief that she was at least okay enough to be pissy, that she obviously didn’t need anything from him. He could walk away. But doing so would make him a coward.


He’d been a lot of things in his life, but never that.


Except, apparently, where Maddie Stone was concerned.



Hell. “Maddie?” He had one last ace in the hole. “I also brought your paycheck . . .” He pulled it out of his pocket and waved it in front of the peephole. “I know you want this. I’m not just leaving it out here, so you’re going to have to open up.”


Utter silence.


Well, hell. He wasn’t a bad guy or a bad boss. Sure, he had his faults, but nothing that warranted leaving him standing on the steps while she did God knew what in there. “Goddamnit, Maddie.”


After an interminably long moment, someone fumbled with the door, and he felt his gut clench. The last time he’d seen her had been in the hospital after her surgery, when the doctor had told them all that she might never regain full use of her left shoulder and arm. She’d been stoic, gamely nodding her understanding, but Brody had had to leave the room and pound the shit out of something. He’d settled for flying hard and fast, where only he and the sky knew how he’d grieved for her.


She pulled the door open and stood there in her doorway while his heart rolled over in his chest and exposed its soft underbelly. Her hair was blonde today, with electric-blue tips flowing past her shoulders and brushing the tops of her breasts, which were covered in a skintight, long-sleeved top of some kind that nipped in and pushed up and out, making his eyes instantly cross with lust. But the top was nothing compared to the jeans that had to have been spray-painted on. Oddly enough, she wasn’t wearing her usual myriad of earrings, or an ounce of makeup for that matter, and he immediately looked into her baby blues to see misery, pain, and anguish.


And every self-righteous bone in his body melted away, leaving him weak as a goddamn kitten. “Maddie.”


She blinked once, slow as an owl. Only Maddie had never been anything close to slow. As he’d noted on more than one occasion, she was the smartest, fastest, sharpest, most amazing woman he’d ever met, but his gaze had snagged on hers and held. He couldn’t look away to save his life. He’d never seen her without full makeup. Without it, she might have been sixteen, but it was the way she was looking at him, right through him, as if she’d never seen him before that drew him up short.


Before he could say a word, she snatched the paycheck out of his fingers.


Then she slammed the door in his face.


And then it was his turn to blink. What in the hell had just happened? And why had she acted like she’d never seen him before? Whipping out his cell phone, he punched in Noah’s number.


“Yo,” his partner answered softly, as if he was in the middle of something. And he probably was. In the middle of doing his new wife, Bailey, because the two of them had become like a pair of rabbits. Normally, Brody would have at least had Shayne to commiserate the loss of bachelorhood with, but unbelievably, Shayne had also done the unthinkable and gotten himself involved, too, and now he had a fiancée.


Brody was the lone single man holdout. “There’s something wrong with Maddie,” he said.


That got Noah’s attention. “What do you mean? Her shoulder or—”


“She slammed the door in my face.”


“What did you do?”


“Nothing.”


“Seriously.”


“Nothing!”



A pause. Then Noah said, “You had to have done something.”


“Fuck you.”


“Sorry, you’re not my type.”


Brody pinched the bridge of his nose. “Are you going to help me out here?”


“Yeah. Knock on the door. When she opens it, you smile, then cute-talk her into smiling, too, so you can then haul her sweet ass back here.”


Brody shook his head. “Let me repeat. She slammed her door in my face.”


“Did you smile?”


“I was getting to that.”


“Did you bring her flowers?”


“Come on, flowers?”


“Yes, flowers!”


“No way. She wouldn’t have fallen for that.”


“Hook, line, and sinker, she would have,” Noah promised with utter conviction. “Women love that shit.”


“I had something better.”


“What’s that?”


“I told her I had her magazines and paycheck.”


Noah sighed.


“What?”


“And here I thought you knew women.”


“She loves her paychecks.”


“Go get the freakin’ flowers and try again.”


“I’m in the mountains. There’s no florist.”


“Pick some wildflowers.”


He could. Except in his gut, Brody knew that Maddie hadn’t turned him away because he’d showed up without flowers. The truth had been there to see in her eyes, an emptiness he’d never seen in her before.


And a fear.


He hung up on Noah and turned back to the door. Even knowing his chances of her answering were slim to none, he knocked again because if he didn’t go back to Sky High Air with some answers, Noah would continue to peck at him like a hen.


He figured his knocking had to be annoying. Hell, it was annoying him. Two months ago, Maddie would have whipped the door open and given him a piece of her mind. Two months ago, she’d have stood in front of him in that tough-girl stance of hers, the air shimmering with a sexual tension that had nearly exploded the two of them into flames every time they were in the same room.


What had happened?


“Maddie?” he said to the door.


Nothing.


Not promising.


He added a word he probably didn’t use nearly often enough. “Please?”


To his utter shock, it worked. She opened the door, looking even more pale than before, if that was possible.


Without thinking, he reached for her, only she did the oddest thing.


She jumped back, away from him, as if afraid.


What the hell?


Everything within him went still because Maddie, his in-charge-of-the-entire-world Maddie, would never jump at his touch. She’d give him hell if she wanted, yeah, but she’d never jump.


And just like that, a real fear hit him, a deep gut-wrenching fear. “Maddie, are you alone here?”


“I can’t deal with you right now.”


“Are you alone?”


“Y-yes.”


But her words were hitched with emotion. And so were her next ones.


“I just can’t, okay? I can’t do this. Not on top of everything else.”


Yeah, a gut-wrenching, devastating emotion that hurt him just to hear her, but that wasn’t the worse of it.


Because before he could stop her, or even wedge a foot in the door, she’d once again slammed it in his face.








Chapter 3



Leena ran back up the stairs and skidded to a shaky stop in the doorway of the master bedroom where Maddie still sat at the window.


“I think he’s going,” Leena whispered.


“No.” Maddie watched Brody move down the walk, his broad-as-a-mountain-range shoulders deceptively loose, his gait easy. No matter what it looked like, she knew he wasn’t going anywhere. She’d heard his voice at the door, low and tense, and knew that Leena had inadvertently awoken the curiosity within the beast.


Damn it.


It’d been a grave tactical error on Maddie’s part to let Leena go to the door to get rid of him simply because she hadn’t wanted to face him.


Because Leena hadn’t quite pulled it off.


To be fair, no one could have. She and Brody might bicker like a pair of Siamese twins, but the bottom line was that they shared an unnamable, unbreakable, and certainly unfathomable bond that even she didn’t get.


He could have no idea of the truth or even halfway guessed it. After all, the truth was so insane no one would believe it. But he knew something was wrong, and that was enough for him.


Unfortunately for her, an inquisitive and nosy Brody could be more tenacious than a bulldog.


She’d seen it happen.


Exhausted, she set her forehead to the window casing and just breathed. She didn’t know if she could handle all this—her sister needing help “disappearing” and all the memories that went with that, memories she’d shoved back but now threatened to roll through her like a tidal wave, and her uncle either already looking for the both of their heads on a platter, literally, or getting ready to.


And now Brody here, nose twitching.


All too much, just too damn much.


But then the sound of an engine starting up drifted through her window. The badass Camaro roaring to life like a well-tuned lion.


Whoa. Leena had done it?


Surprised to the core, she stared at the car as it pulled away from the cabin.


He was actually leaving. The only man she could have, should have asked for help, had actually done what she’d asked—for once—and walked away.


Which was for the best.


Really.


Really, truly.


Yeah. Now all she had to do was believe it.
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“You can’t go all the way there and then leave without talking to her,” Shayne said in Brody’s ear via cell phone.


Yeah, Brody already knew that, thanks, but he hated to be told what to do. Hated to be in this situation in the first place. His fingers tightened on the wheel as he slowed down. Really hated this. Not a new feeling for him as he tended to look at the negative side of things. It served him well as a pilot because it meant he was always prepared for the worst.


In life, however, it hadn’t been quite as helpful.


“Dani will kill me,” Shayne told him. “You have to go back in.”


“You afraid of your fiancée now?”


“I promised her, all right? And Noah promised Bailey. Which means you need to get to the bottom of this. You don’t know what it’s like.”


“To have my dick in a sling? No, you’re right. I don’t, something I’m grateful for.” Now that Shayne and Noah were both head over heels in love, they thought everyone should be.


But Brody did not agree.



So did not agree.


Now head over heels in lust? That he could get behind. He was halfway there with Maddie, in fact, and had been ever since she’d shoved him against a wall in the lobby at work and kissed him—a slow, wet, deep kiss like maybe her next breath depended on them to keep kissing for a good long time.


He’d been game for that. So game just remembering flooded his circuits with all that pleasure and need again.


“It’ll happen to you,” Shayne said confidently. “Some day you’ll want to get married.”


“Okay, I’m hanging up on you now.”


“Go back in there, and get some answers from her.”


“I don’t think so.”


“You have to.”


“Yeah? Why?”


“Because if you don’t, I’ll . . . take you down.”


Brody snorted. Out of the three of them, Shayne was the pacifist, always had been. “Seriously? You?”



“Okay, fine. I’ll have Noah do it.”


Shayne couldn’t kick Brody’s ass on his best day, but Noah? Noah could give Brody a run for his money if he put his mind to it. As best friends, the three of them had brawled just as many times as not, and it was always good for a tension reliever. And he was pretty filled with tension at the moment. But then he thought of the look on Maddie’s face and knew he wasn’t going anywhere to fight or otherwise. Not because he was afraid of Noah. Hell, he wasn’t afraid of Noah. He wasn’t afraid of much.


But he was afraid for Maddie.


So he tucked his cell phone between his ear and his shoulder and parked in the damn bush where the car wouldn’t be seen by anyone happening by, not that that seemed likely. Maddie had chosen a place waaaay out of the way, and come to think of it, he’d like to know why. “I’m not leaving. I’m going undercover.”


“Undercover.”


“I’m going to break in.”


There was a silent beat. “Okay, hold up. You’ve gone to the bad place. Come back here. I’ll go and—”


“I’m already here.”


“In body, yes. In mind, I’m not so sure.”


“I haven’t lost it.”


“Clearly you have.”


“Look, you made me do this, and I’m going to see this through.”


To prove it, he got out of the Camaro, and walked through the woods to the back of Maddie’s place, and eyed the back deck and, bingo, the sliding glass door. Probably, it was locked. Not a problem for a former juvenile delinquent with talented fingers. “I’m going in.”


“Brody, you’re crazy. What if she calls the cops? I’m not going to bail you out again.”


“Once. You bailed me out of jail once.”


“You still owe me five hundred bucks for that, by the way.”


“Jesus. We were eighteen years old and in Mexico, and it was your fault I got caught with that open alcohol in the backseat since you were the one drinking it.”


“Just saying.”


“We’re miles from the nearest cop.” Brody was well aware of his past sins, many public knowledge, some not so much. After all, he’d been born in a gutter, had lived in one, and would no doubt still be there, or in jail or worse, if at age twelve he hadn’t tried to pickpocket an off-duty cop who’d decided to feed and house him instead of jailing him.


Later had come Shayne and Brody, and though they’d been codelinquents together for a while, meeting weekly, sometimes daily in school detention, neither of his two new partners in crime had really ever toed the line of the law like he had.


Somehow, their friendship had kept him mostly free of temptation and on the straight and narrow.


Except for the occasional fuckup.


Now that he had the dubious advantage of maturity, he rarely felt the need to create mayhem by doing anything illegal. But he felt it now.


He eyed the deck. Yeah, undoubtedly, he had a big fuckup coming his way. But come hell or high water, he was getting inside to talk to Maddie face-to-face, without a closed door between them.


With a stealth that came from a whole lot of years getting himself in and out of situations he shouldn’t have been in in the first place, he got to the deck.


Tested the door.


The sliding glass door was, indeed, locked.


Not a problem. Old habits died hard, and sticky fingers never forgot how to be sticky.








Chapter 4



Maddie leaned out her bedroom window so far that Leena let out a terrified squeak and raced forward, grabbing her legs. “Don’t jump! Ohmigod, don’t jump!”


“I’m not!” Maddie pushed Leena’s hands away. “Are you kidding? I’m not crazy.”


“Okay.” Her sister gulped in air with a hand to her chest. “Okay, that’s good. You scared me.”


“I just wanted to see if he was really gone.”


“Is he?”


“Yes,” Maddie lied. She’d lied more today than she thought she’d ever have to lie again. She sure hoped Karma wasn’t paying attention because she could be a vindictive bitch.


Leena took a peek out the window as well, still breathing unevenly. “Sorry. I might have overreacted.”


Maddie shot her a look. “Really?”


“I’m nervous, okay? The Plan and all.”


Yes, The Plan.


They’d first hatched it when they were young, getting serious on their sixteenth birthday—run away and start a new life.


Only on the fateful day of execution, Leena hadn’t gone with Maddie.


Nope, it’d taken her ten years to decide to catch up, ten years during which Maddie had made a new life for herself. Now here Leena was, petrified, finally ready for The Plan, and Maddie was going to have to do it, have to start all over because she’d promised.


“It’s just that he’s so . . .” Leena shrugged helplessly.


Big? Bad? Gorgeous? Pick one.


“Intimidating.”


“Not when you know him,” Maddie murmured.


“He was scowling at me. Like he wanted to eat me for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.”


Maddie had seen that look from him before. Only, she hadn’t found it scary, but unbearably erotic. “He wouldn’t hurt you.”


“You don’t know that.”


“Yes, I do.”


“How?” Leena took a deeper look at her twin. “How do you know that for sure? Are you into him or something?”



Or something. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


“You are,” Leena breathed, shaking her head in disbelief. “You’re totally into him.”


“Trust me,” Maddie said with a laugh. “The two of us can’t even be in a room together without riling each other up. I drive him crazy. He drives me crazy. We both drive—”


“Each other crazy. I get it.” Leena continued to study her thoughtfully. They hadn’t spent much, if any, time together in years. Maddie lived in LA, Leena in Florida and the Bahamas. Maddie supported herself and kept her distance from her past. Leena clung to their past . . .
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