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    Dedication




    For all the ladies rockin’ the double digits.




    Embrace those curves! Love is just around the corner.




    Or in this case, wading out of the water


    like James Bond in Casino Royale.


  




  

    Chapter 1




    Xavier




    I STRADDLED MY SURFBOARD as the sun rose over Maverick Bay, marking the first day of spring break. The waves undulated beneath me, bringing a calm I often felt right before a big one hit. Four other surfers watched the sunrise with me, waiting for the next wave to come in. Surf Radio called for massive swells this morning, and we’d all ridden three already. I’d been up for hours. Actually, I hadn’t gone to bed; too damn wired to sleep. Not when I knew part one of the plan started today. My stomach twisted in knots. If it wasn’t dangerous to surf after sundown, I would have been in the water since last night.




    I breathed in the salty air until some of the tension in my shoulders eased. I rolled my neck until I heard vertebrae pop. When I needed to think, I surfed. Just about any decision I made involved riding a wave to shore.




    I’d spent all night convincing myself that one of the most idiotic decisions in my life so far hadn’t been set into motion, and this included several Omega Theta pranks I’d had the pleasure of planning. I’d left school early just to make sure everything was in place and perfect. I ran my fingers through my wet hair as my heart fell into the pit of my stomach. What was the point of going through all this if everything didn’t happen just right?




    Fuck, I think I made a huge mistake.




    Hudson—my best friend since we were kids, even though he was a few years older—had tried to talk me out of my insanity several times already. He knew how stubborn I got when I set my mind to something. I’d told him when I arrived that I didn’t need his approval, but it would sure have been nice if he got off his high horse and helped out. So, just like Hudson typically did, he drank me under the table before he said yes, just so I’d wake up with a royal hangover. I grinned. He thought I was crazy for doing this, and some days maybe I was, but I had to try. If I didn’t, I’d regret it for the rest of my life.




    The water pulled away from me as a big one prepared to head for shore. God, I missed surfing when I was on campus. I couldn’t get enough of the feeling of freedom it gave me. Just me and my board.




    “Xavier!”




    I closed my eyes and exhaled before I looked over my shoulder. Melvin, the intern my father sent to help me out with the Maverick Invitational, waved at me from shore. In his hand was the silver clipboard of pain. I hated that thing. It meant inane stuff I had to approve for the Invitational—paperwork that was busywork. For a second I wished I had an intern to take care of my intern. He even wore slacks to the beach. I grimaced. Who did that?




    I gave him the thumbs up. He knew better than to bug me while I was on my board. Jackass.




    The surfers waiting for the wave with me chuckled, murmuring something about me having a nanny. I scowled at them, but they only smiled and shrugged. Best people in the world, but right now I’d slay them on the coming wave for laughing. I had a rep to maintain, and here was Melvin—my personal pain in the ass—wrecking it with his mocha lattes and silver clipboards.




    Melvin cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Xavier, your father’s on the phone for you.”




    Jesus. Couldn’t I get away from the old man for a few minutes? I glared at Melvin, even if he was too far away to feel its full impact. He stopped waving his hands at least.




    My board pitched forward, and I pointed ahead of me. I dropped down and paddled as hard as I could toward the monster wave.




    Maverick Bay this time of year had thirty footers and the most magnificent pipelines. I was addicted to them. Only the best surfers in the world attempted to ride the Maverick waves.




    I turned my board around to face shore when the water crested. I jumped to my feet and widened my stance. Twisting my hips, I pitched my board left then right. The wave wasn’t big enough for a pipeline. Shame, but it was still a beast to ride and my heart soared. Barreling to shore at more than thirty miles per hour was no joke. One mistake and I’d be making friends with the jagged coral and rocks on the seafloor. Those dangerous materials helped create waves like the one we all rode, but I didn’t care. The added risk drove the excitement level off the charts. Pussies couldn’t surf.




    The wave broke a few yards away from shore. I rode the push all the way in. I jumped down to waist deep water and tucked my board into my side. The other surfers landed right about the same time I did, but instead of treading sand, they turned their boards around and paddled back to deep waters.




    I felt the urge to blow off my father, but as much as Melvin annoyed the piss out of me, I didn’t want to get him in trouble. He was just doing his job. I felt bad for the guy; we took the same classes, and if I wasn’t my father’s son, I’d be grunting it out with Melvin too. That was the only difference between us.




    I padded up to my intern and his clipboard, taking the phone from him with my free hand. I shook some of the water from my hair and face before I lifted the receiver to my ear.




    “S’up, Pops?” I said.




    “You really had to make me wait, didn’t you, Xavier?” my father answered. “I could have been on a video conference with the Japanese by now.”




    The same grin I had on my face before the wave crested returned. My father may be a ballbuster, but he was a fair man. He never reprimanded anyone unless absolutely necessary.




    “The Tokyo Stock Exchange doesn’t open for several more hours, Pops,” I teased. “The Japanese can stand to wait while I ride a beautiful wave to shore.”




    My father chucked. “You’re always such a smartass.”




    “Only when it counts.”




    “So.” He switched to his business voice, and my smile faded. He asked a lot with that one word.




    “All preparations for the Invitational are on schedule.” I winked at Melvin, who shifted his weight from one foot to another, frowning. Maybe not all prep was on schedule, but my father didn’t have to know that. So long as the annual charity event went off without a hitch and he could add it to his yearly tax write-offs, my job in Maverick Bay was done.




    “Good. If you need—”




    “We’re on budget, Pops.”




    “I know that. I personally look at all the receipts and purchase orders you put in. I’m just saying, if there’s anything else you might need…”




    I didn’t like the way he left the sentence unfinished. Every time my father didn’t get to the point, it led to me having to deal with certain messes I wished to God I didn’t have to clean up. I rolled my eyes to the purple sky and prayed this time would be different, but my father cleared his throat. I knew what was coming next.




    I planted my board on the sand and pinched the bridge of my nose, the muscles in my neck tense. It took all my strength to concentrate on breathing normally.




    “I haven’t heard from him, Pops,” I said with a sigh.




    “You know he looks up to you.”




    I turned around and walked away from the curious look on Melvin’s face. “You know that’s not true. That asshole lives to give me a heart attack.”




    “Xavier.”




    And there—the disappointment in my father’s voice. I clenched my jaw. After years of having to listen to that tone, I was surprised my molars hadn’t worn themselves into nubs. My shoulders slumped.




    “He hasn’t RSVP’d, Pops. I think he’s flying to Ibiza for spring break.” I hoped my info was legit. I couldn’t handle the Invitational, the plan, and him all at once. I had one week to pull things off. One fuckin’ week, or my window could close forever.




    “Oh.”




    I waited. It wasn’t like my father to be at a loss for words. Damn. Something was up; I could feel it in my gut. I ran my fingers through my damp hair and kicked at the sand.




    “What’s going on, Pops? What aren’t you telling me?”




    Silence.




    I dropped my free hand to my side and grimaced up at the sky. Yup, a heart attack before thirty. Or prison for murder. I smirked, enjoying the sound of the second one for a moment.




    “Maybe you’re right,” my father finally said after the pause lasted way too long for comfort. “Make sure to send me your daily reports.”




    “Pops!” I barked. “What the hell aren’t you telling me?”




    “Gotta go, son.”




    “Pops!”




    “I have the Japanese on the other line…”




    “Bull—”




    I stared at the “call ended” prompt on the screen. Before I could think straight, I chucked the phone into the ocean.




    “Hey!” Melvin jogged to my side. “I need that.”




    I put my hands on my hips to keep from clocking him in the face. “I’ll buy you a new one,” I said through my teeth.




    He stared at the water like a lost puppy. “It’s not the phone. It’s the numbers in it.”




    “Then go fish it out.”




    Instead of doing that, Melvin reached into his pocket and pulled out another phone identical to the one currently drowning. “That’s why I keep a spare on hand at all times. I’m not going into that oversized fish toilet.”




    I laughed. I had to hand it to the guy. No matter how annoying he was, Melvin had his uses.




    I grabbed the clipboard out of his hand and scanned through the first page. My schedule for the day looked pretty light. I flipped the pages and checked each item and order slip.




    “Did all the RSVPs come in?” I asked absentmindedly.




    Melvin scanned through his spare phone. “We’re just waiting on a couple more. But I’ve checked with their assistants, and they’ve all booked flights.”




    “Surfers.” I snorted. “A bitch to gather in one place.”




    “It’s the Invitational. They’re coming.”




    “Yeah, but if they don’t learn to RSVP, we’ll have a problem on our hands.”




    A self-satisfied smirk plastered itself on Melvin’s goofy face. “That’s why I doubled up on everything. You’re set for the bonfire tonight.”




    One of my eyebrows rose. “I’m impressed.”




    If Melvin had a tail, he’d be wagging it right now from the way his face lit up.




    I scanned the water. The waves were calling to me again. I handed Melvin his clipboard then strode back to my board.




    Like a loyal dog, Melvin trotted by my side. “Thought you should know…”




    I picked up my board and stopped, squeezing my eyes shut in irritation. “What? You know how much I hate it when you stop mid-sentence.”




    He seemed undaunted. “The tickets you’ve asked me to send out were used this morning.”




    All my anger at Melvin for interrupting my morning surf dissipated. My heart hammered inside my chest.




    “You sure?”




    Melvin nodded. “Checked twice.”




    One side of my lips went up. I planted my board before I picked up Melvin and swung him around. “Oh, I could kiss you right now.”




    “Please don’t,” he said when I put him down. He backed away from me slowly. “I’ll handle everything for the bonfire. All you have to do is greet the surfers when they come in and remind Hudson about the booze.”




    Too happy to argue with him, I waved him off and picked up my board again. I ran back into the water, prepared to surf the rest of the morning away. Part one of the plan was in motion.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Tamara




    THE FIRST DAY OF SPRING BREAK and I’d been on a bus since dawn. Who knew buses left that early on a Monday? My friend Ronni had this whole trip planned for us, and no matter how much I bugged her she wouldn’t even tell me where we were going.




    She’d burst into my dorm room yesterday and forced me to pack like the apocalypse was upon us. And to think I had my spring break already planned out. One whole week of having the dorms to myself and a buttload of the trashy romance novels I was hopelessly addicted to. My personal version of heaven. Of course Ronni had to ruin all of that. I guess I should have been thankful she’d given me a couple hours of reading time to myself. Maybe she felt guilty for waking me up so early.




    The novel I’d brought with me for the bus ride had just gotten good; I’d just started a long-awaited steamy scene. The hero was about to take the heroine’s nipple between his teeth. All that sexual tension between the characters—the electricity between Duke and Ana practically crackled.




    “Ow.”




    I winced, pulled away from the page by the bony elbow digging into my side. I sighed in frustration. Reading time was over. I snapped the book shut and pushed my thighs together in an attempt to ease the pulse that almost always came with reading the hotter scenes. Ronni had the worst timing in the world.




    When I didn’t respond to Ronni fast enough, her elbow kept drilling its way into my ribcage, and despite my extra pounds, I didn’t have enough padding to ignore it any longer. Just to get her to stop, I folded my hands over the book on my lap and faced her, painting exasperation all over my face.




    “Don’t look at me like that, Tamara,” Ronni admonished, waving a perfectly manicured finger in my face. “You needed to get off campus for some R and R and you know it. Tell me I’m wrong.”




    I exhaled, gritting my teeth. “If I tell you you’re wrong will you let me go back to the dorms?”




    “Hell to the no.”




    “Thought so.”




    Ronni had the nerve to roll her eyes at me. “Be grateful I gave you some time to read instead of yammering in your ear all day.”




    “Thank you, Veronika, patron saint of recluses and shut-ins.”




    “It’s spring break. If I didn’t air you out, you’d start gluing pages of those trashy romances all over your dorm walls. You’re reaching Unabomber levels of seclusion, Tamara.” She flipped her lush, brown, highlighted hair over her shoulder. “To be honest, I’m doing the public a service by bringing you with me.” She sniffed me, and I leaned away until my back touched the window. “You’re even starting to smell like a book.”




    I stared at the olive-skinned goddess beside me. Ronni was all breasts and long legs in her shorts and tank top. She could close a club with the best of them and wake up in the mornings looking like a group of fairies kept her beautiful all night. It also didn’t hurt that her family owned Flynn Resorts. Forbes didn’t have a list for the kind of dough the Flynns raked in annually. I only knew this because Ronni accidentally stumbled into my dorm room after a night of partying, drunk and chatty.




    But Ronni was right about one thing: I did come close to Unabomber-loner status. I spent all my free time either in my dorm room or my secret corner in the campus library. I met Ronni in an introductory economics class, and for some reason I had yet to understand, she decided we needed to be friends. I was pretty sure she had shinier, skinnier friends to hang out with who liked partying as much as she did. I forever rocked the double digits, a size fourteen on my best day. My unmanageable brown hair couldn’t compare to Ronni’s pampered locks. And my plain hazel eyes? Not even a speck of green in them, and they couldn’t come close to Ronni’s caramel shade. While she picked up men in bars, I preferred to meet them in the pages of a book. I had no idea why someone like me had Ronni as a friend, but I didn’t question it anymore.




    “Are you listening to me?” Ronni’s clipped question pulled my focus back to our conversation.




    I blinked. “What were we talking about?”




    “Spring break.”




    “Yeah. About that.” Detective Tamara reared her less than pretty head. “You still haven’t told me where we’re going. You’ve already kidnapped me, so spill. If I didn’t know you I swear I’d be calling the cops right now.”




    She cocked a professionally plucked eyebrow at me. “Who said I’d even give you a chance to make a call?”




    “Just tell me.”




    “And ruin the surprise?”




    “I hate surprises.”




    Ronni’s face softened. “It’s not what you think, Tam.” She huffed and leaned back on her seat. “You’re what, twenty—”




    “Twenty-one.” I had to make sure to get the “all legal” tag the age came with out there. Not like I planned on using the privileges being twenty-one afforded. I had my books, and they were all that mattered.




    I kept my eyes on the paperback in my lap. I still couldn’t get into e-readers; I loved the smell of a real book too much. From contemporary to paranormal to historical to erotica, name the genre and I devoured it in one sitting. Well, except horror. A chill ran down my spine at the thought. On a good day, I could finish three: one in the morning, one in the afternoon, and one at night.




    Ronni gave me a sidelong glance. “Worse.” She tapped the book I held onto like a lifeline. “I know you’d rather be with a book than actual human beings. Join the living, Tamara.”




    I tucked a stray strand of my hair behind my ear. “I thought I made it clear to you why I’d rather read.” That particular confession had popped out when Ronni’d brought a bottle of designer vodka to my dorm and insisted I share it with her for the sake of research. Apparently her father wanted to add the brand to their resort inventory.




    “That’s not what I’m saying,” she said, her tone softening. “I don’t mind that you read those things, it’s just that you spend so much time between the pages of a book that you’re missing out on what living has to offer. As your friend, I can’t in good conscience let you waste your life like that.”




    “Remind me why we’re friends again?”




    Her glossy lips quirked into a bright smile. “You’re stuck with me. Live with it.”




    I faced the seat in front of me and focused on the bald spot of the man seated there. “I’m happy this way, Ronni. And I don’t appreciate you trying to change me just because you’re worried I’m not living my life. Did it ever occur to you that maybe I’m enjoying myself?”




    “What does a book give you that a real man can’t?” Ronni challenged. “You never know what can happen during spring break.”




    Normally, I would have changed the subject to avoid the coming confrontation, but Ronni’s below-the-belt blow couldn’t go unanswered. Frankly, I was tired of her meddling in my life. She kept setting me up every chance she got. Once she actually sent a guy to my secret corner in the library. I barely even looked up at him when he asked me out. Then at my favorite coffee cart on campus, another guy offered to buy me coffee. I’d been busy reading while waiting in line; the scene was exciting, so I’d ordered my usual and left. Ronni’s enthusiasm had to stop now. If she thought she could use this spring break to fix me up with some random guy just because she thought I needed to get out more, she had another thing coming.




    “Ronni, I appreciate what you’re trying to do, I really do—”




    “Doubt that.”




    “But I don’t need a real man.” I lifted the book on my lap. “Take Duke, for example.”




    “Duke?” Ronni raised an eyebrow.




    I leafed through the book, loving the crisp paper against my fingertips. “Yes. He’s a guitarist for this band. He’s rebellious, yet kind. He can be stern, but he has his sweet moments. He’s as sexy as hell and certainly knows his way around the bedroom. Why would I pass that up for someone real but subpar?”




    Ronni stared at me for a second before she broke into hysterical laughter. Eyes wide, I grabbed her arm and squeezed as hard as I could. My head whipped left then right, gaze scanning the full bus. Like I feared, the passengers nearest where we sat watched us curiously.




    “Ow!” She tugged her arm away and rubbed it.




    “Everyone is staring,” I said between my teeth. A flush burned its way across my face. “It’s not that funny!”




    Ronni sputtered but managed not to start another laughing fit. A smile tugged at the corners of her bow-shaped lips. She could be one of the heroines in the novels I read. She could do no wrong in the looks department. With her as competition, was it too much of a stretch that I’d rather spend my time lost in a book? Granted, the storylines tended to get repetitive after a while, but still.




    “Tamara, how can you say that when you don’t even know what an actual guy can do in bed?”




    The heat of my blush intensified tenfold. “I’ve seen Sex and the City, Ronni. I know a thing or two.”




    Ronni shook her head. “Tam, reading about sex or watching it on TV isn’t the same thing as actually getting down and dirty with a guy. You’d be surprised at how talented some of them can be.”




    “Oh, really?” I raised my own recently-plucked eyebrow at her. “How many guys have you dated?”




    “Enough.”




    “Give me a rough estimate,” I pressed.




    “Twenty.”




    I could see from Ronni’s expression that she’d shaved off a few from her number, but I didn’t care. I had enough to make my point. “And how many of those men actually brought you to orgasm?”




    This time, Ronni blushed. I might have been a virgin, but sex didn’t scare me. Ronni may be a party girl and possess the confidence of a beauty queen, but when it came to sex, she folded like a bad hand at poker.




    She slumped into her seat and crossed her arms, taking another couple of seconds to respond. I liked bringing Speechless Veronika out.




    “At least I’ve had a real orgasm,” she finally said under her breath.




    “Oh yeah? Is that every time you’re with a guy?”




    “No,” she admitted grudgingly.




    I had her now.




    “Well—” I arranged the book on my lap “—at least every time I read a steamy scene I can bring myself there.”




    She gawked at me. “Tamara Ashley Winters, are you telling me you touch yourself?”




    I stared at her. “Is that so hard to believe? You don’t know half the things I’ve learned from the pages of a book. I’m pretty sure I’m better at pleasuring myself than all the guys you’ve met.”




    “There’s one…” she said, then closed her mouth and looked away.




    I waited for her to continue, but Ronni rested her chin on her palm and watched the scenery go by from the window. Seeing the conversation had hit a dead end, I resettled myself on my increasingly uncomfortable bus seat and opened my book to where I’d left Ana with Duke. Seconds into Duke’s lips moving down Ana’s stomach, Ronni took the paperback from me and snapped it shut.




    “Hey!” I made a grab for the book just as the bus brakes squealed.




    “No need for that,” she said, standing from her seat and slinging her Vuitton over her shoulder. “We’re here.”




    I stared out the opposite window. In between people shuffling down the aisle to the door, I could see crystal blue waves crashing onto white sand. The bus had stopped about fifty yards from the beach! No wonder Ronni insisted I wear something summery. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d been to a beach, soaking up the sun. No, wait. It was precisely thirty pounds ago.




    “You coming or not?” Ronni asked from the front of the bus, and I grudgingly followed her out into the sun.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Xavier




    BY MID-MORNING, I’d ridden enough waves to last almost anyone the day, but I still couldn’t get enough. I only had a week left to get as much surfing in as I could before heading back to campus. I didn’t want to think about it. Not now. The swells were particularly awesome, and Surf Radio said they’d continue well into the afternoon. Perfect to kick-off the Invitational. I’d been getting the reports since I arrived, and on the day of the competition itself the waves were expected to reach the optimum thirty-five feet.




    Maybe I was way too excited for my own good about everything, but the sky seemed bluer, the air fresher. I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face. Sun, sand, surf. I could live like this forever. Then my stomach growled, and I laughed so hard I almost fell off my board. I rode one last wave and came to shore for an early lunch. I wouldn’t be caught dead calling it brunch. Not with what I planned to cram into my mouth.




    I trudged up to the sand, board at my side, when a bikini babe swayed her hips my way. As much as that well-tanned body made guys’ tongues fall out, I wasn’t interested. I had a plate full of French fries waiting for me at the Shore Shack.




    “Hey, Xavier,” she said, twirling her blond hair. “You attending the bonfire this evening?”




    I tried my best not to groan. “My event, so yeah, I’ll be there.”




    Her lips quirked into a seductive smile. Who the hell wore lipstick at the beach? And was that eye shadow? I assumed so, since the color of her eyelids matched her barely-there bikini. I kept my eyes on her face.




    “So I’ll see you there?” Her manicured fingers fluttered to my bicep, squeezing the muscle. I jumped back and skirted around her.




    “Yeah,” I said over my shoulder, practically running to the Shore Shack. I didn’t need more of them joining the first one. Girls were like piranhas sometimes. They swam in swarms and could smell blood in the water. I, for one, wasn’t gonna give them a chance to tear me apart. All they saw when they looked at me was my father’s money.




    I leaned my board on the rack outside the Shack and rubbed my feet against the mat, getting off as much sand as I could. Hudson—who owned the place—kept three sides of the building devoid of walls, an open invitation for anyone to just come in and take a seat. I did exactly that at the long bar, wet board shorts and all.




    Hudson pushed a heaping plate of fries my way from behind the bar, and I gleefully rubbed my hands together.




    “You know me too well,” I said.




    And as if to prove my statement, he grabbed a bottle of ketchup from behind him and parked it beside my plate, then reached underneath the bar and produced a cold bottle of beer. I almost groaned when he popped the cap, already tasting the bitter beverage. Hudson brewed it himself, and it was the best damn beer around.




    “Did I just see Layla hovering?” he asked.




    I shrugged.




    “If I were you, I’d tap that.”




    “You and half the male population of Maverick Bay.”




    He frowned. “Should I be worried?”




    “About what?” I squeezed a mound of ketchup on the side of my plate. My mouth watered for the greasy, salty goodness.




    “It’s not even technically lunch and you’re already in the water.”




    I grinned. “Been there since dawn.”




    Hudson’s eyes bugged out. “You sayin’ you haven’t slept?”




    “Maybe a couple of hours.”




    “Bullshit.”




    Ignoring his penetrating stare, I grabbed five fries at once, dipped them in ketchup, and stuffed them into my mouth. I followed them closely with a sip of beer. I groaned. Heaven. I was one happy surfer.




    “Come on,” I said. “You know this is the only time I can get any surfing done.”




    “Have I told you how insane you are for doing this?” Hudson picked up a glass and proceeded to dry it with the towel he had hanging over his shoulder.




    “Not since the last hundred times,” I said with my mouth full.




    “Well you are, and I can’t believe you conned me into helping you.”




    “If I remember correctly, you got me drunk before you said yes. My liver hasn’t recovered yet.” I punched him on the shoulder. He took it without flinching. “Thanks for that.”




    He smirked. “Serves you right for coming up with this stupid plan of yours. It’s not gonna work, you know.”




    “Oh ye of little faith.”




    “From what Ronni tells me about this girl, you have a snowball’s chance in hell.”




    I swallowed. “I like those odds.”




    Hudson laughed. “You’re certifiable, man. And I’m just as insane for actually helping you with this. I’d never go that far just to get a girl to notice me.”




    I raised an eyebrow at him. He dropped his gaze, knowing exactly what I meant without having to say anything. He shouldn’t ever challenge me in the “making a fool of myself” department. Hudson knew his sins. We all did.




    To break the sudden heaviness in the air, I said, “Pops gave me a call this morning.”




    This time, it was Hudson who groaned. He put down the glass and proceeded to wipe down the already clean bar. “Don’t tell me. My father is up his ass again asking him to ask you to convince me to go back.”




    “Not everything’s about you, Hud.” I took another sip of beer. “By the way, Melvin told me to remind you about the booze for tonight.”




    Hudson pulled a piece of folded paper from his back pocket and slid it toward me. “Order slip. You’re good to go for the bonfire.”




    I left the paper alone. Food before business.




    “So,” Hudson prodded, “if not me, what was the call about?”




    “He was checking in, if you could believe that.”




    My best friend was speechless for exactly five seconds before he blinked and said, “He actually asked about the Invitational? That’s new.”




    My father wasn’t exactly the “checking in” type. One of the many things Hudson and I had in common was that our fathers weren’t touchy feely with their progeny. But I had it a bit better than Hudson. His father could be a total jackass when he wanted to be, especially to his children. I cringed just thinking about the things Hudson had to endure.




    “I don’t know. Maybe it’s because he’s getting old.”




    “You know as well as I do that our fathers will try to outlive us, given a chance.”




    “He tried to foist babysitting Zander on me. Again.” I shook my head, helping myself to more fries. “As if I don’t have enough to worry about this week.”




    Hudson leaned against the bar. “How’d you know that’s what he wanted?”




    “I heard it in the pause after he cleared his throat. You could practically smell the guilt trip. He spoils Zander way too much, if you ask me.”




    “You ever think the reason why Zander acts the way he does because he’s trying to prove something?”




    “Like what?” I eyed my best friend. “That he can kill me before I’m thirty? Did you know I actually thought about murdering him this morning? That’s how much he aggravates me.”




    “You’re too pretty for prison.”




    “Thanks.” I chuckled. “If my father thinks I’ll clean up any more of Zander’s messes, he’s got another thing coming.”




    “And yet when you get the call, you’ll drop everything.” Hudson’s wry grin said more than his words did.




    I scowled. “Not this time. I’ve had enough. I’m serious.”




    “You say that now.” He stuffed the rag into his back pocket. “You’re a good guy, Xavier. That’s how you were raised.”




    “And you’re not?”




    He grunted. “Haven’t you spoken to my father lately? I’m pretty sure that’s not what he’s thinking.”




    “Well, screw him. It’s your life, Hud.”




    “Sometimes I wish he’d understand that.”




    I knew how he felt. We lived with the burden of inheriting the companies our fathers had built, and had little choice in the matter. It was never an easy gig being the eldest child of a CEO.




    Hudson glanced at the clock on the far wall. “Gotta go. The bus should be here by now.”




    I nearly choked on my fries. It was time.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Tamara




    I YANKED MY BAG out from underneath my seat and scrambled my way to Ronni, who looked pleased with herself. My caftan unfurled around me in a mass of fabric, and I adjusted the pale green, floor-length dress as I went.




    She frowned at me. “Tam, didn’t you ever stop to think that less is more at the beach?”




    I glowered back at her. “Since you didn’t tell me where we were going, this was the best I could do.”




    “Jeans and a T-shirt would have been fine too.” She hopped down onto the blacktop.




    “You said something summery!” I followed her to where the driver was reaching into the bowels of the beast to produce our luggage.




    Ronni grabbed the rest of her Louis Vuitton bags and proceeded to the covered walk on the other side of the bus stop. My exasperation came out as a sigh while I procured my rollaway bag from the increasingly sweaty driver. Damn. It must have been a zillion degrees. Hot didn’t come close to describing the dry heat. And trust my best friend to take the bus when her luggage cost more than our tickets. Yet another one of her many contradictions. Veronika Flynn, the queen of irony.




    I reached her side and stopped abruptly, my rollaway dropping to the ground in a clatter as the most chiseled arms I’d ever seen in person engulfed Ronni. I didn’t know whether to save her or cheer.




    “Hey, sis!” the man said as he released her from his bear hug.




    Ronni faced me, all flushed and wild-eyed, and said, “Tamara, this is Hudson Flynn, my older brother.”




    I opened my mouth but nothing came out.




    Ronni had an older brother? The information didn’t compute. How did I not know this? My shock came mostly from the hurt of not knowing rather than having to stare at the male version of Ronni. Except for being a couple inches taller and much more muscular, he had the same brown hair, cut short but sans highlights. Their skin was similar, his only slightly darker from sun exposure. He had the same molten caramel eyes too, and he made a Hawaiian shirt, khaki cut-offs, and flip-flops look hot. The worst part? Because there had to be one amidst all that perfection, he pulled me into the same hug he’d treated Ronni to. His toothy grin never faltered.




    “It’s good to finally meet you, Tamara,” he said, his voice smooth like jazz but deep like thunder. “Ronni’s told me a lot about you.”




    My brain short-circuited ,and my heart stopped beating the entire time he had me in his arms. I could have been declared clinically dead. Never had I been in the arms of a guy like this. Sure, I imaged what it felt like. The real thing had nothing on my romance novel-induced imagination. The realization made my eyes feel like they would pop out of their sockets any second.




    “Put her down, Hudson. Tamara isn’t used to being manhandled.”




    His deep laughter caused his chest to rub against mine. If I thought his arms were chiseled, his chest felt as solid as a brick wall. I blinked at him when he returned me to my feet.




    “Are you for real?” I said, dazed.




    Ronni laughed so hard she ended up hugging herself and sitting on her haunches while her Adonis of a brother scratched the back of his head, not quite sure how to answer my question. When Ronni finally recovered, she stood up and tapped her brother’s shoulder.




    “Don’t mind her. She loves reading romance novels.”




    The blush I thought I’d rid myself of returned. “Ronni! You can’t just tell your brother that.”




    “Please, call me Hudson.” He took Ronni’s Vuitton, picked up the handle of my roller, and winked at me. “I read some of them myself. Very instructional.”




    I don’t know if I could have been any more embarrassed than I felt at that moment. I’d heard of guys reading them. Heck, I’d encountered some at a convention I’d attended once with my mother long ago, many of them as gay as the day God made them. Some of them even looked as good as Hudson.




    He led the way, saying something about bringing our bags back to his house before going to the Shore Shack.




    I sidled closer to Ronni and whispered, “Is your brother gay?”




    The look of horror on her symmetric features answered my question before she did. “Of course not! He just likes to read anything and everything. But notice that he still gets out and enjoys the outside world.”




    Not gay. Huh. My insides twisted until the rest of what Ronni said registered. I had to hand it to her. She could turn anything into a lesson on how I should get out more. Shouldn’t letting myself get hugged by her hunk of a brother be enough? I pouted. She meant well, but couldn’t she leave me alone? If I wanted to spend my time reading, how bad could that be? Speaking of which…




    “Where’s my book?” I asked her when we left the shade of the bus stop pavilion. She fished out her aviators and put them on while I unfolded the large straw hat I kept in my bag and jammed it on my head.




    “That thing? I tossed it,” she said without missing a step.




    “You what?” I teetered on my wedges when the pavement changed to sand. “I hadn’t even gotten to the part where Ana admits she loves Duke for himself and not for what his fingers can do to her body!” I didn’t realize I’d spoken loudly until Hudson chuckled and gave me a look over his shoulder.




    I switched to my inside voice. “And why didn’t you tell me you had a brother?”




    Unfazed, Ronni shrugged. “It never came up.”




    “That’s a lousy reason.”




    “It’s not like you ever asked if I had any siblings, Tamara. Your nose is in a book all the time. I could talk for hours, and you wouldn’t have heard anything I said.”




    My stomach fell. Ronni was right. I vaguely recalled her trying to talk to me recently. I think it had been lunch and we’d been in the campus cafeteria. I’d hardly touched my food, too engrossed with what I’d been reading at the time—a Regency romance. Oh God! I was the worst friend in the world. I remembered the genre of the book I’d been reading but nothing about what she’d told me that day.




    “I’m sorry,” I said. I snaked my arms around hers, not only to keep myself from falling over but also to gauge her annoyance level. If she pulled away, I had a lot of groveling to do. Thankfully, she stayed put.




    “If you came up for air once in a while then maybe you would know that we’re here to help my brother out at the Shore Shack,” she said, clearly exasperated. “This isn’t just a vacation. His regular servers left all of a sudden, and it’s the busy season, so he needed me and I said yes.”




    “And you thought you’d drag me along.”




    She glanced at me, her classy sunglasses hiding her eyes. Only the hard line her lips made betrayed any emotion. “Yes. You’re going to help me, and you’re going to enjoy it, or so help me God I will toss the rest of the books you have in your bag into the ocean.”




    Her answering smile scared me more than her previous expression. She knew me too well. From the looks of where we were, I might not have access to a good bookstore to replenish my supply.




    “Okay, okay. I’ll help,” I said. “Where are we, anyway?”




    Hudson answered the question for me. “Welcome to Maverick Bay, Tamara.” He opened the door to his beach front house and pointed at the large deck separated by a spacious living room from the entrance. I gasped. The blue ocean and sky stretched out into infinity. I’d only imagined something like it during one of the books I’d read where the hero and heroine were stranded on a semi-deserted island.




    Before Ronni and I could enter, Hudson deposited our bags inside and closed the door again. “You’ll have time to tour the house later. Carmela will bring your bags to your rooms. Come on, I want to show you the Shore Shack.”




    With ground-eating strides, he moved away from his house back toward the street. Ronni disentangled herself from my hold to catch up with her brother. I didn’t want to break an ankle running after them in five-inch wedges, so I took things slow. Maverick Bay didn’t seem like a place I’d get lost in.




    Hudson’s house sat in a long line of beach-facing property. Most of them were white with large glass windows to better take in the fantastic views. If I owned a house here, I’d want big windows too. They had cute front lawns, and wooden decks and balconies at the back with stairs leading to the sand. Did everyone in Maverick Bay literally live steps away from the beach?




    The sun bearing down reminded me to rub on some sunscreen. A painful sunburn would suck. I took the bottle out of my bag and squeezed a dollop onto my palm, rubbing the cream over my arms and neck. Ronni and Hudson slowed down, allowing me to catch up, and I caught the last half of their conversation.




    “Maverick Bay’s a small town,” Hudson said, for my benefit maybe since it seemed impossible for Ronni not to know this if her brother lived here. “Everything’s pretty much walking distance.” He gave me a smile when I finally walked side by side with Ronni. “If there’s anything you might need, just let me know and I’ll tell you where to go. We’re a sleepy town until the week leading up to the Maverick Invitational, which is this weekend.”




    “The Maverick Invitational?”




    Ronni answered, “Only one of the most exclusive surfing competitions in the world.”




    “For about one month a year, Maverick Bay produces the wickedest swells in the world. Prime surfing spot. It’s the biggest draw in this town. One year, we had a perfect forty-footer with a mile long pipeline. Nobody thought a wave like that was possible until they rode it here,” Hudson added, like he was personally responsible for the wave.




    I breathed in the salty air as a breeze touched my cheeks. I missed the air conditioned bus, and from the looks of things, Ronni had been right—I was a tad overdressed. If the women weren’t in shorts and tanks like Ronni, they wore bikinis smaller than my face towel. Well, with bodies like theirs—all tanned and toned—I wouldn’t mind wearing a bikini either. The guys sported the same clothes Hudson did with the exception of several topless hunks. It looked like everyone stayed fit, not an overweight soul in my immediate vicinity. I gaped.




    “I’m not in Kansas anymore,” I said under my breath, which Hudson and Ronni must have heard because they chuckled. Eager to learn more about Ronni’s mystery sibling, I asked, “Hudson, are you still in school?”




    Hudson snorted. “Nope. Graduated a few years ago.”




    “Wow. Smart and muscular. The only guys I know like that live in books.” I couldn’t stop myself even if I wanted to. Ronni laughed so hard I thought she’d fall over. Hudson stayed quiet the whole time. I didn’t get what was so funny.




    We neared a wooden building that was open on three sides with tables in and around it and a bar on one side, which Hudson called the Shore Shack. I froze in my tracks and faced the beach. From where I stood, I saw the crescent moon shape of the bay. It was breathtaking, with its rocky shoal on one side and cliff at the other. The beach actually descended into the sea instead of remaining level with it, giving Maverick Bay the shape of a shovel. I loved it already. Maybe Ronni had it right about living life a little. Surrounded by all this, my thoughts went to pitching a large umbrella, setting up a beach chair, and reading—frilly cocktail optional. Okay, I still went back to reading. Although, I’d always wondered what sex on the beach—the drink—tasted like. I dropped my gaze to my toes, my wedges useless in this soft sand.




    When I looked up again, my jaw dropped and my heart sputtered.




    From the clear blue waters rose the most handsome specimen of mankind I’d ever seen. I closed my mouth, intending to look away, but I couldn’t. The tan god ran his fingers through wet hair that framed a face only a master artist could have sculpted. Despite his efforts, strands still fell across his forehead while the rest curled down his neck. My tongue stuck to the roof of my dry mouth as I watched him wade to shore. He had a body worthy of worship: broad shoulders that tapered down to—I counted—a six-pack I could get drunk on, ending at slim hips. A dusting of hair trailed from his navel and disappeared beneath the white board shorts that hung low on his hips. I never thought I’d ever want to lick someone dry before, but there was a first time for everything.




    Wait…




    I gasped, remembering to breathe. My lungs were on fire. What the hell was I thinking? I shouldn’t be ogling a guy. Although if someone was worth staring at, it would be him. Then a disturbing thought hit me: Why is he coming this way?




    As he came closer, I could finally make out the color of his eyes. In the mid-day sun, they burned a blue similar to the ocean he just came out of. Oh Lord, my chest hurt, and my head spun.




    “Xavier,” Hudson said.




    When did Ronni’s brother reach my side? I wondered, never taking my gaze from the very tall, very tan, very muscular guy now standing in front of me.




    Where do I worship thee?




    The thought came with a blush, the heat of which I felt all the way between my thighs. I’d read about guys who were sex on two legs before, but to actually be in the presence of one felt unreal. If he touched me now, I’d spontaneously combust.




    Please touch me. Please.




    “Hudson,” the god said in a voice so deep it felt like an intimate caress on my skin. Not once did he take his blue eyes off me.




    I couldn’t feel my legs anymore.




    “Who is this?” he asked.




    I winced when an elbow collided with my side. Still, as if by some great force keeping them there, my eyes remained locked with his. He had to be more than six feet tall. I was five three without heels, and in my wedges I felt so much taller, yet my chin only came up to his delectable shoulders. What would it be like to bite into them like prime rib? And those biceps…I lost my train of thought.




    At some point Ronni called my name, but I’d lost the ability to multitask. How could my mouth be watering and yet dry at the same time? Why did I feel like I was floating?




    Distantly, I heard Hudson make introductions. “Xavier Solomon, this is Veronika’s friend.”




    Why’d he emphasize the word friend? My brain refused to work right.




    “Tamara Winters,” Hudson finished.




    The god smiled at me. It felt like staring too long at the sun, but I didn’t want to blink because he might disappear. Only fictional characters matched the description of what currently stood before me.




    “Nice to meet you, Tamara Winters.” He reached out for my hand.




    The dizzy spell I’d felt building in me since he got out of the water took over now. My eyes rolled into the back of my head as my legs collapsed beneath me.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    Xavier




    OH MY GOD, she passed out. She actually fucking passed out at the sight of me. What the hell was going on here? Last time I checked, I hadn’t transformed into the Elephant Man. This wasn’t the way I thought our first meeting would go.




    I shook my head in disbelief as I dropped to my knees and shielded her from the harsh mid-day sun. Mostly, I blamed the stupid tent she was wearing. No one should wear that much material when at the beach, for Christ’s sake. She looked like she was being eaten alive by fabric.




    When Hudson had left for the bus stop, I’d lost my appetite. The nerves I felt that morning twisted my stomach in knots again. I’d finished my beer and slammed the bottle on the bar, quickly going through the different scenarios I’d cooked up for this next phase of the plan. The First Meeting. Very important stuff.




    I’d left the Shore Shack and watched out for them on the beach, knowing Hudson would bring them to the Shack eventually. The second I spotted her walking behind Hud and his sister, rubbing sunscreen on her arms, my heart stopped. This was it. The perfect scene flashed before my eyes.




    I rushed into the water until I was completely submerged. Then, almost reenacting the way James Bond waded out of the water in Casino Royale to the letter—sans my dignity—I made my way to the shore. I knew her eyes were on me; I’d seen her stop and stare the second my head broke the water’s surface. I had to force myself to keep going, so my reputation had to take one for the team. I’d made up my mind and nothing short of hospitalization would stop me.




    I’d kept a straight face, thinking everything had gone smoothly. Even from a distance, I saw her eyes rake over my body, and I knew I had her when I got close enough to see her blush and swallow. This might actually work.




    Looks like I celebrated too soon.




    After Hudson made the introductions like we were all meeting for the first time—the jackass could have played things cooler—I reached out to shake her hand. Goddamn if my fingers didn’t twitch at the anticipation of actually getting to touch her.




    And then she dropped like a stone.




    “Oh my God, Tamara!” Ronni’s high-pitched worry brought me out of my little world. She hovered by my shoulder while Hudson just stood there, hands on his hips.




    I reached out to take her pulse, but curled my fingers into a fist before they could touch the side of her neck. Of course she had a pulse; she wasn’t dead, she’d just passed out. I sat there staring, not sure what to do until Ronni took charge.




    “Well, pick her up,” she said. “We have to get her out of the sun.”




    Like flipping a switch, I went into task mode. With one arm behind her shoulders and the other under her knees, I scooped Tamara close to my chest. I shifted her until I was sure I wouldn’t drop her. Without my having to say anything, Ronni slung Tamara’s arm over my shoulders. I grunted my thanks, then used my knees to get to my feet. We’d attracted a small crowd.




    “Will you help?” Ronni glared at her brother.




    I was too busy holding onto Tamara to say anything. God, the feel of her body against mine…I pushed the thought away. Not now. I had to put her down or I’d go crazy. I wasn’t ready for this kind of contact. So much so soon was totally not in the plan.




    Hudson finally got moving by dispersing the crowd, dropping the magic words: heat exhaustion. Idiots got it all the time when they weren’t prepared for the kind of heat we had in Maverick Bay. My gaze dropped to Tamara’s face. The calm sweetness there took my breath away. I couldn’t believe she was actually here, and in my arms. Forget fries and a beer being heaven. This just went to the top of the list. I could make this work.




    Luckily, Ronni started moving toward the Shack, or I would have stood there all day looking down at Tamara in my arms. Hudson caught up with us as soon as the crowd realized they had nothing to see.




    Hudson chuckled. “Did she actually—forgive the term—swoon after seeing you?”




    I added a growl to my glare.




    “Don’t be mean, Hud.” Ronni slapped him in the arm hard enough for him to rub it. Served him right. If I wasn’t carrying an unconscious Tamara, I would have punched him myself. Maybe I would the second I knew Tamara was fine.




    “I think what Xavier’s doing is actually pretty sweet,” Ronni continued in my defense.




    “Yeah, sweet.” Hudson snorted. “In a totally not creepy kind of way. This isn’t gonna end well for you, Xav.”




    “Shut it, Hud.” I returned my gaze to Tamara’s face. “I know what I’m doing.” At least I hoped I did. I couldn’t back out now, not when Ronni’d already brought her here.




    Just to rub it in, Hudson said under his breath, “Sure you do.”




    I had a comeback ready to go, but Ronni interrupted me. “Come on, Hud. You know I wouldn’t have agreed to this if I had any doubts. Tamara just needs a little nudge in the right direction.”




    “But she fainted.”




    Without really thinking about it, my foot slammed into Hudson’s shin. The satisfaction that spread through me at his “Ah, fuck!” was priceless, and seeing him grab his leg and hop around made things so much better. Ronni covered her mouth in time to stifle a laugh.




    Leaving Hudson a step behind, I kept my mind on other things than how soft Tamara felt against my chest. Surfing. Dirty socks. The laundry I had to do. Dammit! I had to be careful. Even unconscious, she was lethal against my self-control. Thankfully, Ronni provided the perfect distraction.




    “The bonfire all set up for tonight?” she asked.




    I stumbled and Ronni threw her arms out, ready to catch us. I managed to keep going without dropping Tamara, swallowing heavily. “Just get her there, and I’ll take care of the rest.”




    “Don’t worry about it.” I caught the humor in her tone. “What about the attendees? Do you have the official list?”




    “Melvin has the list.” But I already knew why Ronni was asking. “He’s not coming.”




    Her face fell, and I pretended not to notice. Behind us, I heard Hudson curse. He’d recovered from his shin maiming and was now listening to our conversation. Ronni took a deep breath and plastered a determined smile on her face.




    “Good,” she said, maybe more for her own benefit than mine.




    “You know I only invite him every year for show, right?”




    She nodded. “You don’t have to worry about me, Xav. I’m a big girl.”




    I bumped my shoulder against hers. “I know. But it won’t stop me from putting a fist through his face if he so much as smiles your way.”




    “And that’s why I agreed to all of this.” She poked my arm. “You’re a good guy, Xavier Solomon.”




    I rolled my eyes. “Why does everyone keep saying that? It’s ruining my street cred.”




    “Oh, you can deny it all you want, but you are. I’d hug you if it weren’t for the armful you have.”




    “And what an armful she is.” I smiled down at my beautiful burden. “She actually passed out.” I still couldn’t believe it.




    Ronni brushed aside a strand of soft brown hair that had fallen over Tamara’s face. I would have done it myself if I didn’t have my hands full. Not that I was complaining. I liked the situation way too much.




    “She just got overheated. She’s not used to the outdoors.” Ronni gazed fondly at her friend.




    “How’d you manage to convince her to come?”




    A smile that almost always got Ronni in trouble flashed my way. “I know my way around a kidnapping, Xav.”




    I chuckled, causing Tamara to snuggle closer. My throat closed. Then she moaned and I forgot how to breathe.




    “Okay, show time, folks,” Ronni said.
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