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ONE

Vinnie

“HELLO?” I say into my phone distractedly as I throw back another shot.

I have no idea who could be calling me, since I’m at the clubhouse and everyone is here, but I always answer my phone—it’s a habit. If one of my brothers needs me, I’ll be there, day or night, drunk or sober. Even if I’m drunk, and it’s late at night, I’m not going to complain.

When I hear Talon’s voice on the other end, however, my good mood and easy demeanor disappear. There’s only one reason the president of the Wild Men MC would call me, and it’s a moment I’ve been dreading.

“We need to talk,” he says. I stand up and move away from the others so I can have this conversation alone.

I walk out front and stand by my bike, admiring her as I ask, “What do you need?”

He’s calling in the marker I owe him, I know it, and I just hope he doesn’t want me to do something fucked-up. Recently, there was a little trouble involving another brother’s old lady, Bailey. We had our hands full, and Talon stepped in to help by keeping the troublemaker involved, Amethyst, in his clubhouse while we did cleanup. Bailey’s ex, Wade, who is her daughter Cara’s biological father, tried to use them to get money from the Wind Dragons MC. Luckily Irish was there. He ended up stabbed, and Wade was killed. Just another day in the life.

Of course, nothing is free, so I gave Talon my word that I’d owe him a favor, one he could collect at a time of his choosing. My honor requires me to do whatever he needs, even though I can’t stand the guy and I’d rather be doing anything else right now.

Like, fuckin’ anything.

However, I hate owing anyone, so I’m eager to get this over and done with.

“Pack a bag,” Talon says on the other end. “You’ll be gone for a week.” He doesn’t sound smug, or even like he’s enjoying calling in my debt. In fact, he sounds rather solemn. Why, I have no idea, but I guess I’m going to find out.

“Do I need to bring anything?” I ask, wondering what weapons I might need. What the fuck did he want me to do for a week? Go with him on a run, maybe?

“Nope. I’ll meet you at Rift tomorrow around lunchtime and explain everything.”

“Okay,” I reply, curious now.

We both hang up and my mind wanders with possibilities. I’m glad he chose Rift because there’s no way I’m going to his clubhouse and he’s not welcome here. We may both be bikers, but we’re still from two different worlds, and those worlds don’t mix. When I joined the WDMC, the Wild Men MC were our enemies, and even though it’s not like that anymore, they aren’t exactly our allies either. We own Rift, so he’s actually giving me the power.

Very interesting.

“Everything all right?” Sin, my president, asks as he walks outside and spots me staring down at the phone in my hand.

I slide it in my pocket and say, “Yeah. Talon’s calling in his marker. I’ll be gone for a week.”

Sin stills at that bit of information, then closes the space between us. “What does he want?”

“I’ll find out tomorrow—meeting him at Rift.”

He puts his hand on my shoulder. “If you owe him a marker, we all do. Call me anytime—you need anything, I’m there. We’re all there.”

“I know,” I say, nodding.

And I do—the words don’t even need to be spoken out loud. I’ve been in this club for many years and seen lots of things along the way. I was just a prospect when Sin became president, and I earned my way to being a full-fledged member not shortly after. This club is my family, my backbone. Everything that I am. I don’t intend on ever getting out, and I look forward to working my way up the ranks.

That’s what the Wind Dragons are all about: a brotherhood based on loyalty and acceptance.

We aren’t saints, but the intention is there. We do what we have to to protect our own.

And I wouldn’t have it any other way.

“I’m going to go enjoy my last night of freedom for a week,” I say, lightening the mood.

Sin cracks a smile and says, “The brunette?”

I shake my head. “The blonde.”

He laughs and walks with me back inside the clubhouse, where I regain my seat and refill my glass. I call over the blonde I was eyeing and pull her onto my lap, wrapping one arm around her while the other hand nurses my drink. I see Arrow speaking to Sin before coming to sit next to me, not even glancing at the woman I’m holding, or any other available woman in the room.

“When do you leave?” he asks, looking me in the eye, tapping his hand on his knee. I fight the urge to smile. Sin sure passed that bit of info off quick.

“Tomorrow,” I say as I squeeze the woman’s ass. It’s a nice one, round and firm.

“You want me to go with you?” he asks, glancing away. “I’m sure Talon won’t give a fuck if there’s an extra man there to help, and even if he did, fuck him. He wouldn’t dare say shit to me.”

“No,” I tell him quickly. “It’ll be fine. I’ll call you if I need you though, brother.”

The last thing Arrow needs is to get into shit with Talon, who has some weird friendship that no one really fuckin’ understands with his woman, Anna. Yeah, no more drama needed in that situation.

He nods and stands.

“You going home?”

“Yeah,” he replies, lifting his chin at me. “You know where to find me if you need me.”

I nod, appreciating the fact that he and any of the men are just a phone call away, no matter what I need or what shit I need help getting out of. After Arrow leaves, the men start to clear out. I stand with the woman still in my arms, ignoring her girlish squeals, and carry her off to my room.

Who knows what tomorrow will bring, but I’m sure as hell gonna enjoy today.

*  *  *

“You’re kidding me,” I say slowly as I stare at Talon in distaste. “Why the fuck can’t you or one of your men do this?”

Talon looks away, his white-blond hair covering his eyes as he looks down into his drink.

“No one wanted to. And instead of making one of my men do it, I thought, why the fuck not make it your problem?” The bastard actually grins. “Easy way out. And it’s an easy enough task. You stay with her at the house, guard her for a week, keep her out of trouble until we put the fuckers that are after her in the ground, and then you go back home without owing me shit.”

“So it could go for longer than a week?” I ask, grinding my teeth.

“If it does,” he says, taking a sip of his whiskey, “I’ll send one of the men to swap places with you. You owe me only a week. That’s fair, yeah?”

“Who’s after her?” I ask him. “And why?”

His lips press into a tight line before he replies. “She’s innocent, Vinnie, but her father isn’t. Some people are trying to make her pay for the shit her old man’s done, but I’m not going to let that happen.”

It was a vague answer, and I’d have let him get away with it if it didn’t affect me and how I handle the job at hand.

“The more I know, the better I can protect her.”

“Her father is an accountant,” he says, not looking happy about giving up added information. “He’s in prison for fraud and embezzlement. Shayla worked for him, helping him with accounts or whatever he needed, except she didn’t know and still doesn’t really know just what kind of dodgy shit he was up to. She’s not a certified accountant, she knows only what he taught her, which is fuckin’ convenient for him. That’s all you need to know. Keep her safe. Easy.”

“Don’t you think I should know exactly who is after her?”

“It’s not going to make a difference; the job remains the same,” he replies, making me want to punch him in the face.

Something’s not sitting right with me. “If it’s such an easy task,” I ask, “what the fuck is the catch? It’s essentially a babysitting gig, easy enough. Hell, I’ll crack a beer and watch some fuckin’ TV for a week—sounds like a holiday.”

Talon throws his head back and laughs, his drink sloshing out of the glass. “It’s not a fuckin’ holiday. It’s a test. A test of your fuckin’ patience.” He studies me, searching my eyes. “My cousin is a pain in the ass, Vinnie. None of the men want to watch her because she can be . . . a little difficult to manage.” He cracks his neck from side to side while I process the fact that she is his cousin. I don’t know how I feel about that.

“Your cousin,” I say slowly.

“Yeah,” he replies, eyes narrowing. “My cousin, and I’m fuckin’ trusting you with her, so don’t treat her like the enemy because she’s my family.”

Who the fuck does he think I am? I tighten my lips, not even justifying that comment with a response.

“I love her, don’t get me wrong, but I know how stubborn and hardheaded she can be.”

That’s it? The girl was stubborn? That still doesn’t add up.

“Big-ass bikers scared of a little girl?” I joke, grinning.

Talon pulls out his phone, presses a few buttons, and slides it over to me. I glance down at it and see a picture of a stunning Asian girl with long black hair, pale skin, and brown eyes. She is a petite little thing, with perfectly shaped lips that catch my attention.

Fuck.

“This her?”

He nods and takes back his phone. “They didn’t want the job because yes, she’s got an attitude problem at best, but also because she’s fuckin’ gorgeous, and they know if they touch her in that way, or in any way, I will personally fuck them up.” He pauses, studying me. “I know how loyal you are, Vinnie—to your club, to whoever you care about. And I know that you’ll look after her better than any of my men could, and that’s the damn truth.”

Better than his men?

His words were true, of course, but I’m still surprised at hearing them leave his lips. Perhaps he needed better men in his MC.

His cousin was a beauty, sure, but I’m not a man to be swayed by a pretty face.

“Message received,” I reply, standing up from my stool. “I’m viewing this as a job, Talon. I protect your bratty cousin—who, by the way, I have no idea how the fuck she’s even your cousin, seeing as she doesn’t look anything like you—then I get my ass home and hopefully never see you again.”

“Shayla’s adopted,” Talon explains, also standing. “Family isn’t always about blood; you already know this.” I nod. If I know anything in life to be true, it’s that family is about loyalty, not blood.

“I’ll text you the address now; they’re expecting you. It’ll take you about four hours to get there, depending on the traffic.”

“All right,” I say, just wanting it all over with. “Don’t worry about your cousin. I’ll keep her safe.”

I can handle one girl. I don’t give a fuck how much of an attitude she has.

“I know,” Talon says, finishing the rest of his drink in one gulp. “I wouldn’t have asked you otherwise.”

He slams down his glass and leaves without another word.

My phone beeps with a message from him, the address.

Fuck.

Well, no time like the present.

I get on my bike and ride toward my new home for the next week.
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TWO

I DO a double take when I see the house. No, the mansion. It’s fuckin’ huge. Two stories, all done in white and light gray—the house is modern as fuck, with big, timber double doors and a glass balcony on the top floor. I glance at the high security fence in approval and then enter the code that lets me in. I walk up to the door and knock, then glance down at my black boots and figure I’m probably going to have to take them off. I’m just sliding my feet out of them when the door opens and a large, bulky man stands there, a satchel over his shoulder.

“Good luck,” he murmurs, walking past me. I watch him exit the gate, then disappear down the street before I step inside, closing the door behind me.

Well, fuck.

The house is silent.

Not knowing what the fuck I’m meant to do, I walk through the house, checking out the layout from a security point of view, pinpointing any weaknesses. The place is OCD tidy, and fancy as shit, so much so that I don’t even want to touch anything. Straight back from the front door is a row of glass sliding doors, opening onto a wide patio with a shimmering turquoise pool in its center.

I stop in my tracks when I see her, sunning on a lounge chair. She’s lying on her stomach, a book in front of her face, which is half-covered by giant sunglasses. She’s in a black bikini, and although I try not to, my gaze roams over her bare back and the curve of her ass.

Fuck.

It’s a nice ass.

Big and round for her tiny frame.

Knowing I don’t need to be distracted by her or her ass, I walk outside, meaning strictly business.

“Shayla?” I say as I approach, not wanting to scare her.

“What?” she asks in a haughty tone, not bothering to even see who she is talking to.

“I’m Vinnie,” I say, hoping that she’d already been told I’d be arriving today. Last thing I want is to have to explain shit to her. “I’ll be the one guarding you for the next week.”

She closes her book and lifts her head, looking up at me. “Where did Mike go?”

“He already left,” I say, scanning the backyard. “Seemed pretty fuckin’ happy to do so too.”

“I’ll bet,” she murmurs, reopening her book and casting her gaze down, dismissing me.

“Which room should I use?” I ask, wanting to get settled.

“Upstairs, first room on the right.”

“Anyone else here?” I ask, trying not to stare at her ass and failing.

“Another guard comes at night,” she says, flicking the page. “You’re the only one here with me during the day.” She pauses, then says, “Although I don’t know what they expect you to do.”

I glance around. I have no idea what they expect me to do either.

Leaving her to her own devices, I check the upstairs and put my shit in my room, which is about three times the size of my room at the clubhouse. I’m glad it doesn’t have fancy floral shit or anything; it’s pretty much all white, with a giant bed that gives me ideas I don’t need to be having. I want to take a quick shower but instead I head back down, wanting to be debriefed properly about the situation, but all I know is what Talon told me.

From what I understand, Shayla is the daughter of some accountant who is Talon’s biological uncle. He had clients who required him to be creative in doing their books, which landed him in prison. Apparently there are rumors he’s working with the feds, so there are men after Shayla who plan to use her against her father. Not only do they want to threaten her life, they think she has the information her father needs. She’s his weakness. Talon thinks it’s the Mafia, since they were a huge client of his, but he isn’t really sure. No one has shown their faces. I have no idea why her father turned to Talon when he’d already hired guards, but here I am. I’m here to protect her, for a week, until they move her again.

This is the third house she’s been in in the last two months. Talon thinks moving is the solution to keep her from being found, and so far it’s seemed to work. On top of my being here as her personal bodyguard, her father’s hired men are also on call 24-7, and the house has camera surveillance. I personally think they’re going about this all wrong, but what the fuck do I know?

I’m just a biker who owes another biker a motherfuckin’ favor.

*  *  *

After a phone call with Talon, I take a shower and head back downstairs. Shayla has moved inside and is sitting on the couch, watching TV.

“What do you do for dinner?” I ask her as my stomach rumbles, making her jump in her seat.

She flicks her head around, her hair flying around her oval-shaped face. “Jesus, how do you not make any noise when you walk? You’re freaking massive.” She pauses, raking her gaze over me. “You’re one of those douchey guys who spends all his time in the gym, aren’t you?”

My lips tighten into a line. If I’m going to have to deal with this mouth for a week, I’m going to need something to keep me sane. Since women are out, and I can’t drink on the job, maybe I should take up smoking for the week.

Yeah, I can almost feel the nicotine craving begin.

“What happens for dinner?” I repeat, not impressed one bit.

“Someone usually drops something off,” she says, shrugging her petite shoulders. “At seven. Sometimes a chef comes in and makes whatever I feel like eating.”

A chef?

I blink slowly, wondering which idiot runs this operation. “Do they screen this chef?”

“It’s the same guy who comes,” she says, looking at the TV and flicking through the channels. “He’s been with us for years. He’s fine, practically family.”

I scrub my hand down my face and count to ten in my head. I have no fuckin’ idea how this girl is still alive. If I’m going to be in charge of protecting her, I’m going to change things around here. “Who drops off the food? Why don’t you just cook something? It’s not like you have anything else to do here all day.”

Her head snaps to me like that exorcist bitch. “Just because I’m a woman I’m supposed to cook? Times have changed, and I’m not going to be spending hours in the kitchen every day just because I have a set of tits. Why don’t you cook?”

I look up at the ceiling, my jaw tighter than it’s ever been. Wishing Talon had asked me to torture someone for him instead, I move to stand in front of her, blocking the TV from her view.

“Hey,” she growls, looking up at me.

“I’m here to make sure you’re not fuckin’ kidnapped, raped, or tortured,” I say in a tone that’s way too calm. “Who drops the food off to you?”

She purses her lips but reluctantly answers. “One of my father’s men. His name is Greg.”

I’m not one to judge, and I generally don’t give a shit about what other people do, but it’s clear this chick is spoiled as hell and is used to getting anything she wants, including her way.

“I don’t like the fact that there are all these fuckin’ people coming in and out of the house,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest. “Talon said I’m in charge, so don’t bother arguing. The chef has to go, and no one else is coming inside. The night guard I will check out myself, and if I approve, he can wait outside; he has no reason to step inside the house.”

Shayla surprises me by shrugging again and saying, “I don’t give a crap. Do what you want.”

I exhale and walk out of the room. I change the code on the fence, and I change the locks on the doors. To really protect the little spoiled princess I need to be able to control the environment, who enters and who has access. When Greg arrives with dinner, I thank him but tell him he no longer needs to bring the food—that I will sort it out. He seems a little suspicious but agrees and lets it go. I carry the plastic bag of food to the kitchen and search through it, happy when I see tonight’s menu is apparently Japanese.

“Did he bring my katsu chicken sushi?” she asks as she enters the room.

I shrug and nod toward the bag. “Have a look for yourself.”

She opens the bag and pulls out a box. “Sweet,” she murmurs, then grabs some water from the fridge. I have no idea how she’s being so casual about everything—including having me in her presence—without even batting those long-ass lashes. Maybe she doesn’t realize how dangerous a situation she’s in, but still, she seems completely at ease, even though she has people out to kill her. People so dangerous that she needs high security and has to remain hidden.

“You can have the rest, this is all I wanted,” she says, walking out of the kitchen. I watch her leave, gritting my teeth. Something about her just sets me on edge. It takes me a few minutes to figure out exactly what it is—she reminds me a lot of my ex-girlfriend Eliza. Eliza came from money and thought she was better than everyone else. She was a spoiled, entitled bitch, but because she was my first girlfriend, my first regular pussy, I let her lead me by the balls. Yeah—Shayla might be beautiful, but she definitely isn’t my type. I like women who aren’t so high maintenance and used to having their way. This week is going to drag on, but at least I can keep myself busy sorting out the clusterfuck that is Shayla’s security detail.

Let’s just hope she doesn’t drive me insane before the week is over.
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THREE

Shayla

I WATCH from the corner of my eye, pretending to ignore his very existence, as he storms around the house as if he owns it. There’s something different about him from the others who have been sent to protect me. I’ve seen him check the locks on the windows and doors more than once, and I can tell he’s questioning the way things are being run around here. It seems like he’s taking the job pretty seriously, even though I know for a fact that this isn’t what he does for a living. From what I gathered from Talon, Vinnie is some badass biker just using his life experience to protect me. But I trust Talon, and if he says Vinnie can be trusted, then I believe him.

“Who does the cleaning?” he suddenly stops and asks me, running his hand over his shaved head, his brown eyes pinned on me. Seeing as we haven’t been doing much of the whole communication thing, his question catches me off guard.

“Why?” I ask, lifting my head up to look at him. No one has ever asked me that before.

“Answer the question,” he says, not looking impressed. “If you get a cleaner or some shit to come in, I think you need to reassess your priorities, because a little mess is better than you being fuckin’ dead.”

My eyes widen at his outburst. I have a feeling this guy really doesn’t like me, although I’m not sure why exactly.

“I do the cleaning,” I tell him, looking away and painting my toenail a bright red. I don’t know what his deal is. I finish painting the nail, then glance up again, wondering why he’s still standing there glaring at me.

“The place is spotless,” he points out, looking around.

I dip the brush into the bottle, then say, “I like things clean.”

I can’t sleep if the place isn’t spotless. I don’t know why, but I’ve always been very organized and tidy. On top of that, I like to keep busy, and being stuck in the house all day doesn’t give me very many options. Since my father landed in prison, work is out of the question. No one wants an accountant—an uncertified one at that—whose father is in prison for fraud. Besides, I like to clean when I’m stressed out, or angry. It helps calm me.

“You clean,” he says slowly, sounding surprised. “I’d have thought you’d be used to having a cleaner, or something.”

“I did have a cleaner when I lived with my dad,” I say, shrugging my shoulders.

I can actually feel the judgment pouring off him. He thinks I’m spoiled and is surprised by the fact that I can keep a tidy house. Like he said before, though, I haven’t really got much else to do. I’ve been taking some college business and marketing classes online, for a degree, to keep me busy. If I’m not studying, I’m reading, cleaning, or working out. I feel like I’m in prison, just a really fancy, expensive one. I can leave the house if I take someone with me, but all my previous bodyguards have preferred that I just stay home, probably so it was easier for them to do their job. Still, what I wouldn’t kill to be able to walk outside that front door freely and without being paranoid that someone is coming for me at any given moment.

I don’t complain though.

This is my life right now, but it’s only temporary. I just need to suck it up and know that so many other people have it worse than being trapped inside a luxurious house. Some people don’t even have a house. At least that’s what I tell myself.

“So you spend all day tanning by the pool, demanding food, and painting your fuckin’ nails?” he asks, looking extremely put out.

“What exactly do you want me to do?” I ask, scanning his face. I don’t bother to point out the fact that I’ve already told him that I clean the place. It’s not like I’m sitting on my ass doing nothing, and besides, what else am I supposed to do? “You haven’t even been here for a full day and you’re judging me? I’ve been living like this for weeks now. Do you think I enjoy being locked up?”

“I’m just wondering why everyone is fighting so hard to protect someone who seems to be nothing but spoiled and shallow,” he says easily, like each word isn’t cutting me.

“You’re a dick,” I tell him, shaking my head in disbelief. “And your job is to protect me, not try to make me a better person. We have a week in this house together, so why don’t you just keep your hastily drawn conclusions to yourself, all right?”

Maybe I was spoiled—my father always gave me everything I wanted.

But I wasn’t shallow.

And I think it says more about him than me that he decided what I was before trying to get to know me, even a little bit. But oh well, he wasn’t the first person to think so, and he wouldn’t be the last.

He ignores my rant and sits down on the couch opposite me. To make matters worse, I find myself physically attracted to him—not that I’d ever admit it out loud. He did have that whole bad-boy thing going for him, a good build, and a handsome face. Although not classically gorgeous, he still has something about him that makes me want to take a second or third look.

“I need to run to the store to get a few things, and you need to come with me.”

I perk up at the thought of leaving the house. I haven’t been outside since the day I walked into this house. “Okay.”

“Do you know the area?” he asks, stretching his neck from side to side and not looking at me.

“No,” I say, leaning back on the couch. “What do you need to buy? I can do a Google search and see what there is around here.”

I’d do anything for a little tiny taste of freedom, even ignore his previous rude-ass comments.

“I saw a grocery store as I was riding in, so that’s fine,” he says, glancing at his watch. “I want to go to a sporting goods store where I can get some weights or something, or I’m going to go batshit crazy here.” He pauses. “And maybe some swimming trunks.”

Not remembering the last time I went shopping in person, I feel a bubble of excitement surrounding me. “Okay, sounds good. I can buy some new stuff too. When do you want to go? Tomorrow morning?”

He nods once. “Yeah, all right. We’ll have to take the vehicle they left here—can’t take my bike.”

“That’s no problem,” I say, unable to stop the smile spreading on my lips.

“Should’ve known shopping would be your weakness,” he grumbles, stealing the remote and changing the channel.

I don’t let his comment get to me. Let him think what he wants—I don’t care.

I am happy to be able to go shopping.

If I could take a walk in a park, or go to the library, even better—but I’m not going to push it.

“You got me there,” I say, rolling my eyes. Sure, I had designer bags and clothes, but that was because my father bought them for me as gifts. I’ve never bought something so expensive for myself, and I don’t feel comfortable spending anyone else’s money. It sucks as it is that I can’t work, that I need to stay hidden. My father got into some serious shit, and now I’m the one sacrificing for it.

“Must be nice to have everything handed to you on a silver platter,” he says, glancing down at his phone.

I grit my teeth and try to stop myself from replying, but the words just leave my mouth. “You must be a pretty hypocritical biker to judge my life when you live yours in a certain way.” I pause. “Crime, women, drugs, and who knows what else, but sure, let’s concentrate on the fact that I grew up with money. Apparently that’s the only thing you can use against me.”

Vinnie raises a brow at me, looking extremely unimpressed. “You learn all that about bikers by watching Talon? I sure as fuck don’t do drugs.”

I notice he doesn’t address the other issues I mentioned, so the women and the illegal stuff must be true.

I know that Talon and the Wild Men aren’t innocent at all, because Talon is always tangled up in something or the other.

“Really? Must suck to be stereotyped like that, then,” I sneer, flashing him a fake smile.

The bastard suddenly looks amused, his lips twitching and his brown eyes filling with mirth. “You’re rich, spoiled, and you have a mouth on you. I was told about all this before I even stepped into this door, so don’t act like it’s completely wrong. It’s not just me coming to this conclusion. It’s basically fact.”

“Well, if everyone thinks it, it must be true,” I say in a sarcastic tone. “Everyone being Talon, since he’s the only person we both know.”

Talon always tells me I’m a brat, but in a fond way. I’m his baby cousin, of course I’m a pain in his ass, it’s part of the job description.

Vinnie shrugs and infuriatingly says, “I’m a good judge of character.”

The only thing he’s good at is being an ass.

“So I’m assuming you don’t come from money, then?” I ask, not rudely, but all of this has to be coming from somewhere. “What do your parents do?”

“I don’t have any parents,” he says in a flat tone, looking back down at his phone.

“Everyone has parents.”

I mean everyone came from somewhere. I was adopted as a baby, and I don’t know anything about my birth parents, except their names. Maybe one day I’ll travel back to Vietnam to find answers, but for now, my parents are the ones who loved and wanted me, not the ones who birthed me.

“Not me,” he says, sounding like he’d rather be talking about anything else right now. “I grew up in foster care.”

He still had biological parents, just like I did back in Vietnam, but I don’t point that out.

“My dad and mom adopted me from an orphanage in Vietnam,” I tell him, wanting him to know he’s not alone, my biological parents didn’t want me either.

“Yeah, well, no one adopted me,” he says, standing up. “I’m going to go outside and check the perimeter. I need to have a chat with the night guard too.”

He leaves, and I’m left feeling . . . something.

He didn’t get adopted.

What would my life have been like if I hadn’t been? Maybe that’s why I don’t complain about the predicament I’m in right now.

Because my life could have been a hell of a lot worse.
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FOUR

HE comes back two hours later and ignores me, so I do the same, pretending we never shared something so personal with each other. I’m reading a romance novel when he sits down opposite me again and says, “It’s late.”

I raise my gaze to him. “And?”

“And aren’t you tired?”

“Aren’t you?” I fire back, wondering what he is getting at here.

“If we’re going shopping early, you better get your ass up. How long does it take you to get ready? An hour? Two?”

He’s really laying this bullshit on thick.

“You’re ridiculous, you know that?” I say, narrowing my eyes on him. “I’ll be up and ready before you are, don’t you worry about that.”

“I really fuckin’ doubt that,” he scoffs, putting his bare feet up on the red couch. “Be ready to leave after breakfast, say, ten?”

I roll my eyes. I wake up at six every morning to do yoga, so being ready by that time isn’t a big deal for me.

“I’m sure I can manage that,” I say, glancing back down at my book. When Vinnie makes a sound of amusement, I lift my head again and send a threatening look in his direction. “What now?”

“Nothing,” he murmurs, still grinning.

I look into his brown eyes, lighter than my dark ones, and demand, “Tell me.”

He scrubs a hand down the stubble on his cheek, then points to my book. “I know the author, is all. It still amazes me how popular her books are.” He pauses. “And that she writes them.”

I take a deep breath and try to curb down my inner fangirl. “Are you trying to tell me that you personally know Zada Ryan? No bullshit?”

I want a signed book.

No, I need a signed book.

No. I need all her books signed for my signed bookshelf.

With a personalized message.

“No bullshit,” he replies, searching my eyes and frowning. “What’s wrong with you? Your eyes are all wide and crazy, and you’re squeezing the shit out of the book in your hand.”

I drop the book on my lap, trying to act cool. “I’m fine,” I say, tucking my hair back behind my ear. “So, just how are you friends with Zada?”

This is huge.

“On a first-name basis are you?” Vinnie asks, smirking. He taps his fingers on the arm of the couch, and I stare at the tattoos covering his knuckles as I answer.

“I love her books,” I admit, shrugging. “Aren’t I allowed to be curious?”

He leans forward, resting his elbows on his thighs. “Tell you what, you behave yourself for the next week, listen to everything I say, and stay out of trouble, I’ll introduce you to her.”

My eyes flare. “Behave myself? I’m twenty-four, not a damn child.”

Could he possibly look down on me any more? I’ve never met a man so infuriating in my life. It makes me want to act the way he’s accusing me of just to give him a hard time.

He shrugs his broad shoulders flippantly. “You know what I mean. Don’t be a brat. Make my time here a little more pleasant.”

How have I not been pleasant so far?

Gritting my teeth, I stand up and leave the room without a word. Yeah, he is good-looking, with those brown bedroom eyes framed in thick lashes, his sensual lips—even if they’ve mainly been pursed in a tight line in my presence—and the delicious body I know is hidden underneath that black T-shirt, but he is a dick.

He wanted me to behave?

How old is he? A couple of years older, at the most, and he’s acting like I’m a kid and he’s in charge. I walk upstairs to my bedroom and lie back on my bed, the white sheets soft against my skin. As I stare at the ceiling, I think over everything he’s said to me today.

He thinks I’m a brat?

A plan forms in my head.

I’ll show him just how bratty I can be.

I think it’s time to teach Vinnie a lesson.

*  *  *

The next morning, after yoga, I take a shower, washing my long dark hair, then toweling it dry. By the time I’m dressed in my jeans and a white top, and my hair and makeup are sorted, it’s only 8:00 a.m., so I clean my room to pass the time. When it’s spotless I grab my Chanel bag and head downstairs. I come to a standstill when I look outside and see Vinnie doing push-ups outside by the pool. It’s like a view from a movie. Gorgeous pool, beautiful sunny day, and a man too sexy to be real. Where did this guy come from? I need to go there.

His body is even better than I’d imagined.

His back is perfectly muscled and covered in tattoos, a sheen of sweat glazing his skin. I press myself against the sliding door for a closer look. Who knew a man doing push-ups could be so sexy? I watch as his arms flex with each movement, mesmerized. I continue to hover by the door, just staring at him like a creep.

Why are the good-looking men always egotistical jerks?

When he quickly stands and looks up, straight into my eyes, I mutter a curse under my breath. I’m standing, body pressed against the door, perving on him, and he caught me. Just great. Trying to cover up, I open the door and call out, “I’m ready when you are,” then walk away to the kitchen, mentally cursing myself. A few seconds later I hear the sliding door close before he joins me. He doesn’t comment on the fact that I’m up early and ready before him. Instead, all he says is, “Enjoy the view?”

I open the fridge and look inside, avoiding having to look at him for as long as I can. “What view?”

Oh, I knew what view, but I had to try to save face. The last thing he needs to know is that I find him attractive. No, he doesn’t need to know that at all, especially because it doesn’t matter, since nothing is going to come from it. Except maybe his ego inflating even further.

I close the fridge and make myself look at him.

My gaze instantly drops.

Oh, shit.

His abs. They are perfect. No—they are everything. Not too ripped, but deliciously defined. Abs you’d see on the cover of a magazine.

I didn’t get a good look at those before, but now I do. I let my gaze linger for only a second before I look into his eyes. “Can we leave earlier? I’m ready and eager to get out of the house.”

I change the subject and hope that he doesn’t call me out on it.

He smirks knowingly but replies only with a “Sure, let me grab a quick shower and we’ll go.”

Yet he doesn’t make a move to leave.

“What?” I ask when he continues to stare at me—that smug, amused expression on his face making me want to punch him.

“Nothing,” he says, shrugging his broad shoulders. “Just didn’t think I’d be your type.”

So much for his leaving it alone.

“That’s because you’re not my type,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest and narrowing my eyes at him. I can’t believe the things that come out of this man’s mouth. If he were a gentleman, he wouldn’t have mentioned anything at all. So what if I checked him out a little? I don’t know any women who wouldn’t, although I’ll never admit to that out loud.

“Your wide eyes and shallow breathing say otherwise,” he says, grinning, his brown eyes alight with humor.

“I think you must have a really big imagination,” I say, tilting my head to the side and studying him. “You one of those men who needs attention from women to feel validated?”

His lip twitches a few times, like he wants to smile but is trying to fight it.





OEBPS/images/common.jpg







OEBPS/images/9781501139604.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

CHANTAL FERNANDO





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
N\

Wolf's Mate

CHANTAL FERNANDO

G

Gallery Books
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi






