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			PROLOGUE

			The rapping of knuckles against the door announced Zane’s arrival, effectively causing V to pause in her kitchen. It wasn’t as though he could see her from where he was. Nor could he hear the way her heart began to race, or the little marching band that had taken to running around like ants on crack in her stomach. She was both anxious and nervous to see him again. Although she had repeatedly refused to go to Alluring Indulgence’s groundbreaking ceremony with him, he wasn’t giving up. His appearance on her front porch was proof of his persistence.

			Realizing she’d been standing there for far too long, V rushed to the front door, pulling it open to see Zane’s dark hair peeking out from beneath his Stetson, that incredibly sexy smirk, and those beautiful blue-gray eyes shining brightly back at her. No matter how much she tried to stay away from him, one tip of those beautiful lips had her pulse racing and her heart giving up the fight to keep her distance.

			“Give me one minute. I just need to get my purse,” she told him, and turned back to the kitchen. The last thing she needed was for him to come inside, because if he did, she knew they’d probably never make it to the ceremony. He’d have her flat on her back and naked in the blink of an eye. For some reason, when Zane was close, her clothes just seemed to fall off.

			Glancing one more time in the mirror in the entryway, V smiled at her reflection. Her brain was a scrambled mess of emotions lately; most of them had something to do with Zane and his relentless pursuit of her. She wasn’t used to that sort of thing from a man, and quite frankly, she’d gotten so good at turning men down, she wasn’t sure how to handle Zane. He didn’t seem to be giving up. And as much as she dreaded going out with him, she had also been looking forward to it. For days. No matter how many times she turned him down, she always secretly hoped he wouldn’t give up on her. So far, he hadn’t.

			Reaching for her purse and grabbing her keys and cell phone, V was startled by a loud noise that sounded as though it was right on her front porch. Rushing over to the door, wondering what the hell could have happened, V froze in place at the scene playing out right there in her yard.

			Dropping everything in her hands, V raced out the door, the wooden screen slamming against the wall as she barreled through it, a loud noise piercing the air around her. She realized immediately the sound was coming from her. She was screaming as she raced down the stairs, stumbling over the last step and falling to her knees.

			“Go back inside, V. Right now!” Zane yelled at her, but V couldn’t understand what he was telling her. She heard the words, but she was too distracted by the four men standing around him to try to comprehend his instructions.

			Jake Sanders.

			Oh, God!

			Her heart began pounding harder, the sound of her own blood beating in her ears and her breaths soughing in and out of her lungs. From where she was, she could see blood on the back of Zane’s head, but he was standing on his own two feet, poised like a fighter in a ring as he moved slowly, trying to keep all four men in his sights.

			Suddenly there was movement. Lots and lots of movement.

			All four men rushed Zane at the same time, each of them holding something in his hands. Metal. They were holding metal bars in their hands, and without hesitation they began slamming them against Zane repeatedly as he tried desperately to fend them off. V watched in absolute horror as Zane stumbled to the ground before pushing himself back up again.

			“No!” V screamed, pushing back to her feet and stumbling yet again as she tried to get closer. “Stop!”

			The words never stopped coming. She kept screaming over and over, trying to get closer but unsure what to do. For a fraction of a second, she looked down at her hands, wondering where her cell phone was. She needed to call for help, but it was nowhere to be found. Pushing back up to her feet, her adrenaline racing like a freight train through her bloodstream now, V ran directly into the melee, watching as the four men continued to attack Zane over and over with the weapons they wielded.

			He was bleeding profusely by the time she got close enough to do something. What? She had no idea. She wasn’t armed, and there was no one around to help, no one responding to her screams.

			Oh, God!

			There was so much blood. Right before her eyes, Zane was crumpling to the ground, but she watched in amazement as he tried to hold his own. His fist slammed into the face of one of his attackers, and the guy stumbled back, holding his nose as blood spurted everywhere.

			“Go inside!” Zane’s voice didn’t sound nearly as charged as it had moments before, but V didn’t listen to him anyway. She had to do something. She had to help.

			Continuing to scream, she ran forward, lunging into one of the guys closest to her and crashing into his back, sending him sideways. Before her brain could tell her feet what to do next, V felt herself falling, her legs unable to hold her up as she went flying backward, landing with a hard thud on her back, knocking the breath from her chest as her head slammed into the ungiving ground. She tried to get up, but the pain was intense.

			As she opened her eyes, a wave of dizziness crashed into her. V watched in absolute horror as Zane was beaten over and over again by three of the four men standing in her yard. He wasn’t moving. He wasn’t trying to get up, and the loud screeching sound was making her brain hurt more.

			It was her. She was still screaming at the top of her lungs.

			Trying to pick herself up off the ground was harder than she expected, but she managed to make it to her knees, a wave of nausea rushing over her and making her drop her head to the ground. The sound of metal against bone and flesh was too much. The sickening crunch echoed all around her, and she knew they were still hitting Zane although he wasn’t moving. She lifted her head enough to see that they were now kicking him, punching him time and time again.

			She tried again to get to her feet, but she fell. Her head was pounding from where she’d hit it on the ground, but she had to get to Zane. She had to stop them.

			The next thing V knew, there were more people. Her neighbors. Running toward them from all directions, and V saw the four men scatter like birds. Somehow she managed to crawl over to Zane, her hands running over his beaten and bloodied body while she screamed his name over and over.

			He didn’t respond.

			Oh, God!

			He wasn’t answering her!
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			VANESSA CARMICHAEL WAS about to go out of her mind. Despite the fact that she was the one who called 911, and she was the one who told the police all the gory details, no one was telling her anything. Begging and pleading hadn’t worked, so here she was, pacing the floor in the emergency room waiting area.

			Emergency room.

			Surrounded by people she didn’t know, some waiting to be seen by a doctor, others waiting patiently for someone or something, V paced back and forth praying that one of those someones everyone was waiting for would tell her something. Anything. The EMTs had whisked Zane away without preamble, leaving her to try to explain what happened to the police. After she’d refused medical treatment, she’d answered a barrage of questions, but the only thing she could think about was getting to Zane. They hadn’t even let her get her phone while they questioned her.

			By the time they let her go, V had used her only working brain cells to go inside her house and retrieve her phone that, yes, she had dropped in the entryway. However, she hadn’t even contemplated calling anyone in her race to the hospital. It wasn’t until the nurse at the desk asked if she was a family member that she realized his own family didn’t know what was going on. When it was painfully obvious they weren’t going to let her see him, and they weren’t going to tell her anything, she texted Zoey.

			Since then, V had answered her phone at least ten times, every time speaking to a different brother or Zane’s parents, and one time talking to a man named Luke McCoy, whom she didn’t even know. Supposedly, according to the brief phone conversation she had with Lorrie Walker only minutes before, Zane’s parents were on their way to the hospital and she was to sit tight.

			Right. As if she could even sit down.

			She knew they were close, but they weren’t getting there fast enough. They’d left the ground-breaking ceremony after her initial text.

			The ground-breaking ceremony.

			Where she and Zane were supposed to be.

			Oh, God!

			Her head was pounding with what the EMTs told her was probably a concussion, but her heart was racing ninety miles a minute from not knowing what was happening to Zane. She didn’t care about herself. She needed to know how he was.

			How bad was he? What were they doing to him? Was he going to be all right? Those were only a few of the questions running at lightning speed through her brain, the same questions that everyone who worked in that damn hospital refused to answer for her.

			The other question—where was Zoey?

			V desperately needed a distraction before she started chewing off her fingernails. A terrible habit she had broken years ago, but one that was threatening to reemerge with a vengeance.

			A loud commotion at the ER entrance caught her attention, and V swung around to see a group of people—a large group at that—pushing into the small waiting area. Coming in with them were the chaotic murmurs of concerned family.

			“Zoey.” V whispered her friend’s name as she emerged from the group of massive males, making a beeline for V. Never in her life had V been happier to see her best friend than she was right then.

			The second she came in contact with Zoey’s much smaller body, she nearly fell to her knees. Overwhelmed by the enormity of what this all meant, V began sobbing like a baby.

			“Honey, I’m here,” Zoey whispered in her ear, holding V tightly against her and running a hand through her hair. Being held had never felt so good, and V was relieved to have someone she knew she could turn to.

			Chaos ensued around them, but V didn’t look up; nor did she stop crying as she sent up a steady stream of silent prayers for Zane. Even when the buzz of more Walker males settled around them, she continued to sob, never speaking, just quietly begging.

			Please, God, please let Zane be okay.

		

	
		
			chapter ONE

			Three months later: December

			“Will you stop hovering, goddammit?” Zane was literally two seconds away from jumping out of the damn bed and showing his brother exactly what he thought of him acting like a fucking mother hen. “Don’t you have somewhere else to be?”

			“Actually, no.” Braydon grinned, and Zane wanted to punch him. Square in the mouth. “I’ve dedicated my entire morning to seeing your pretty face.”

			Fucking perfect. “Fantastic.”

			Just what he needed—a fucking babysitter.

			“That’s what I was thinking,” Braydon added in that facetiously cheerful tone that made Zane’s hands clench into fists.

			He knew damn good and well why Braydon was there. For the same reason at least one of his six brothers visited him each day—so he didn’t just walk out of the damn prison that was disguised as a hospital. The one he’d been sentenced to for the last three months.

			“Well, you should find somewhere to go then, before I get out of this bed and kick your ass,” Zane told him.

			“I’d like to see you try.” The same cocky grin Zane saw, more often than not, on one of the twins’ faces reflected back at him. Only when Braydon did it, he managed to get under Zane’s skin like no one else.

			Zane growled in response to the dare.

			Little did his older brother know, but Zane was finally capable of doing just that. Well, the getting-out-of-bed part anyway.

			For the last two months, ever since he’d come out of his coma, Zane had been working like a maniac to get his body back to where it was before the brutal attack that had left him temporarily unable to walk, along with other things. Aside from the multitude of broken bones—all of which had healed nicely during his three-month vacation in the hospital—Zane had been diagnosed as having a severe traumatic brain injury. And in case the doctors didn’t know, that wasn’t something that should have been shared with his six older brothers. They’d had a field day trying to convince the doctors and nurses that he’d been born that way.

			After three and a half weeks in a coma, Zane had woken up only to find that he wasn’t able to do some of the things he had taken for granted most of his life. Both walking and talking had been on that list, if only for a brief time. After two months of rigorous physical therapy and, finally, a much-anticipated breakthrough, Zane could do pretty much everything he had before the attack. Only it required a little more effort on his part.

			Aside from the emotional scars, Zane had healed rather well. A couple of physical scars that were visible with his clothes on would remind him and his family of what he’d been through. Nothing significant. Although the small three-inch scar beside his left eye was a glaring reminder of the payback that was due.

			For the last week, he had even been allowed to do some strength training exercises that weren’t reserved for children or the elderly. And now he was feeling as though he could take on the world. Bench pressing three hundred and fifty pounds again might take more time than he’d originally expected, but he was working on it. Not that he would let his therapist know that.

			Regardless, Zane was on the path to a full recovery and, quite frankly, he was ready to move on with his life . . . right out the front doors of the hospital. It’d taken some time to win over Dr. Canton, the frustratingly patient doc who’d been by his side for longer than either of them had probably expected. To his relief, the good doctor had finally told him today was the day. The day they were finally letting him go home. So, yes, Zane knew full well that Braydon was there to ensure he didn’t get any bright ideas about running out of the building like a madman.

			The thought had crossed his mind a time or two.

			Along with spending the better part of these last few months focusing on his recovery, Zane had also been battling an overwhelming sense of violence—the kind that would certainly get his ass thrown in jail for manslaughter. His temper was only exacerbated by the memories of what that bastard Jake Sanders’s buddy had done to Vanessa when Jake and his friends had nearly beaten Zane to death in a surprise attack on V’s front lawn.

			Don’t get him wrong, Zane knew better than anyone that his condition could have been much, much worse. He was more than grateful just to be alive, and to have his body and mind in one piece was an even bigger reason to send up prayers of thanks, but that didn’t stop the blinding fury that now pulsed right along with his heartbeat.

			If it hadn’t been for his mother, Zane would’ve probably gone AWOL by now. The look in Lorrie Walker’s crystal-blue eyes and the tears that continued to swim in them weakened Zane even more than the combination of tire irons and being out of it for almost a month. So, here he was, wishing like hell he had managed to control his temper better. At least then his brothers wouldn’t know how pissed off he truly was. Not that hiding anything from them was easy. As he’d spent the last two months getting reacquainted with his wild and crazy brothers, Zane had managed to fill up his TMI quota for the year. He was pretty sure Sawyer was out to win the title of most ludicrous of them all. The man had mental issues.

			“You talk to V lately?” Now it was Braydon’s turn to ask questions.

			“Not today, no.” Zane hadn’t talked to V face-to-face in two months, actually. They’d texted back and forth a couple times, but even those messages had significantly declined in recent weeks. He’d been lucky yesterday because she had actually responded to two of his texts.

			Ever since the day he woke up to find V sitting by his bedside, holding his hand, her tears dropping onto his fingers, Zane hadn’t seen her either. That day had been the one and only time he had physically laid eyes on her while he had been in the hospital, although his mother said V had remained by his bedside from the minute his parents gave the hospital permission to let her see him until the moment he woke up.

			Unfortunately, he hadn’t been able to speak for the first couple of days that he was awake, but he found a way to communicate as soon as Sawyer offered up his cell phone. For those two days, that was exactly how Zane communicated with everyone. Including V. The only difference was that once he was coherent and finally able to talk, he’d had the honor of speaking to every single member of his family; his best friend, Beau; and even Zoey, his brother Kaleb’s fiancée, on a daily basis. But he hadn’t yet been able to say two words to V in person.

			And since he’d come to, she’d become even less responsive as each day passed, to the point where Zane had started texting her less frequently. His attempts at interrogating both Zoey and Beau hadn’t worked either. Neither of them shared much information with Zane when he asked. The only thing he managed to pull out of Zoey was that V was doing fine and that she felt responsible for what had happened to him, which she seemed to be having a hard time dealing with.

			Her being responsible was so damn far from the truth, Zane had been livid when Zoey had told him, and from what he remembered, he had told her as much. That might explain why V wasn’t showing her face or answering when he called. At least he hadn’t been stupid enough to leave her a voice mail telling her what he thought. It wasn’t V’s fault. That bastard Jake Sanders was responsible.

			And his pussy-ass friends.

			It had taken a couple of weeks after he woke up for Zane to remember what had happened. Once he did, the images continued to sneak up on him at the most inopportune times. Just thinking about how they came at him, all four armed with fucking tire irons, still pissed him off. But Zane wasn’t all that worried about Jake and his band of losers. Not a single one of them had shown his face in town since that day, and he figured it would be a long time before they did.

			Especially since word was out that Travis Walker, Zane’s oldest brother, was looking for them.

			Literally.

			But Trav wasn’t going to be the only Walker looking for them. As soon as Zane was able to walk out of the hospital on his own two feet, he vowed to apply a little Walker retribution of his own.

			As it turned out, that day was today.

			“So you haven’t heard that Jake contacted her?” Braydon said, and Zane turned to look at him.

			“What?”

			“Kaleb mentioned it this morning. V seems to be blowing it off, but Zoey’s really worried.”

			“What the hell did he say?”

			“Don’t know for sure, but apparently he got her phone number somehow. Looks like he might’ve been the one behind the texts she was getting, too,” Braydon stated calmly, as though they were talking about the weather, sitting in the guest chair with his attention divided between the silent television and Zane’s face.

			“Texts? When did she start receiving them?” What the fuck? No one had told him anything about any damn texts.

			Braydon managed to pry his face away from the television long enough to look back at Zane, but turned back again.

			Fucking hell. Having a conversation with Braydon, or Brendon, for that matter, took a considerable amount of effort. Their attention spans were so damn short, it was a miracle they remembered their own fucking names.

			“Don’t know. Ask her.”

			He would ask her if she would answer her damn phone.

			Zane grabbed his cell phone from the rollaway bedside table and ran through his contacts. With surprisingly nimble fingers, he typed out a text.

			You better get your ass here to pick me up, or I’m walking.

			Zane had had enough of this hellhole. If luck was on his side, Travis would answer the text quickly, because it was time for Zane to blow this joint.
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			AN HOUR AND a half later, and not a second too soon, Zane was following Travis out into the brilliant Central Texas sunshine. He didn’t look back at the hospital, just continued to move his feet forward. His oldest brother had been kind enough to bring Zane a pair of jeans, his boots, and a T-shirt, and for the first time in a long time, he actually felt like himself.

			He’d been wearing his own clothes for the last month and a half while he was in the hospital, but never more than sweats or shorts. He figured there wasn’t any reason to get dressed more than that because someone was always poking and prodding or sending him down to the rehabilitation center for a few minutes of “activity.”

			The weather had changed a bit since he went in. No longer was it oppressively hot. Instead, it was mildly warm, but that’s what was to be expected in Texas. They didn’t have harsh winters because the severe weather was reserved for the blistering summers. Even in December he didn’t need a jacket. However, that could change overnight.

			When they approached Travis’s Silverado pickup, Zane suddenly missed his own Jeep. It was strange to be outside, and even more so to be climbing into a vehicle. Three months was a long damn time to be cooped up inside a building, never allowed to go too far because he was pretty sure they feared he’d run.

			He would’ve.

			“Need help getting in?” Travis smirked as he moved around to the driver’s door.

			Zane grinned, shot Travis the finger, but didn’t say a word.

			He never would’ve thought it possible, but he had missed his brothers harassing him. Being the youngest of seven, he was intimately familiar with the constant pestering and irritating comments that his brothers bestowed upon him. At twenty-four, he’d had years to get used to it, although that was easier said than done. However, at that moment, Zane didn’t necessarily hate the snide comments he knew would be directed at him. He actually welcomed them. At least for a little while.

			“Where to?” Travis asked when they were pulling out of the hospital parking lot a minute later.

			“V’s,” Zane said without hesitation. He hadn’t been able to do anything about her avoiding him for the last couple of months, but now that he was out of the hospital, he was the one who would be calling the shots from here on out.

			“You sure?” Travis questioned, and Zane immediately hated his brother’s inquisition.

			If Zane was smart, he would go home, get his Jeep, and head over to V’s without involving Travis. It was apparent that he needed to acclimate to being out in the real world a little while longer before he opened his big mouth. Before he could say anything more, Travis’s phone was dialing through the Bluetooth speaker in the truck at his brother’s voice command.

			Shit.

			“You get him?” Kaleb’s voice reverberated through the interior of the truck, and Zane rolled his eyes. He was fucking twenty-four years old, and it still galled him how much his brothers tried to baby him.

			“Yep,” Travis replied.

			“Y’all do realize I’m sitting right here?” Zane glared at his brother.

			Travis didn’t even bother to look at him, but both Kaleb’s and Travis’s laughter filled the truck.

			Zane couldn’t help but smile.

			It felt damn good to be back.
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			V’S PHONE RANG as soon as she walked through her front door. Glancing down at the screen, she noticed it was Zoey, and she wondered if her friend had forgotten something. They’d just spent the better part of the day cleaning houses, so V couldn’t imagine what else they had to talk about that was noteworthy enough for her to call so soon.

			“Hey!” V greeted Zoey when she answered the phone. “Miss me already?”

			“I always miss you.” V could hear the smile in Zoey’s voice, but it didn’t help to explain what she was calling about.

			“What’s up?”

			“Kaleb just told me that Zane got released from the hospital today.”

			Wow. V had to sit down for a second. “Already? The doctors think he’s ready?”

			“It would seem so. He’s been officially released, and Travis picked him up just now.”

			“That’s fantastic.” V knew her tone didn’t back up the words she muttered, but she was having difficulty breathing. It truly was terrific that Zane was finally coming home, but V had been dreading this day for too long to actually be excited about it.

			“He wants Travis to take him to your house, V.”

			The words out of Zoey’s mouth were like a punch to the solar plexus, leaving V feeling even more out of breath than she already was. And a little dizzy.

			“No. He can’t come here.”

			He couldn’t. Not after what had happened. Not after Jake Sanders and his friends had beaten the shit out of Zane right there in her front yard. V still couldn’t come and go through her front door without seeing the gruesome image playing through her mind, making her stomach churn and her heart ache. In fact, the overwhelming terror was beginning to wear on her.

			“I don’t think we’ll be able to stop him.”

			“You have to. Call Travis. Tell him not to bring him over here,” V rambled. “I’ll . . . I’ll meet Zane at his house.”

			She might be able to handle that much. Seeing him was going to be hard enough, but she definitely wouldn’t be able to see him at her house.

			“Today?” V barely heard Zoey’s question, her head still reeling from the memories flooding her.

			V wasn’t sure when a good time to see Zane was, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to put it off much longer. Especially not if he was out of the hospital.

			“You have to go see him today, V. I won’t be able to convince him otherwise.”

			“Fine,” V huffed. “I’ll go see him in a couple of hours.”

			V could hear Zoey’s muffled voice as she plainly told Kaleb what they were talking about.

			V held her cell phone to her ear with one hand and her face in the other, her elbows propped on her knees as she sat on her couch. She wasn’t sure how she’d gotten to this point in her life, but for some reason, she couldn’t seem to dig out of the despair that had plagued her ever since that horrific day. The overwhelming sense of responsibility for what happened was almost debilitating in its intensity. All because of that jackass Jake and his big fucking mouth.

			V had grown accustomed to being flirted with; she’d even gotten used to the assumptions that most men made because of who her mother was, but it would appear Zane hadn’t been able to brush off the nasty comments the way V had. Instead, he’d confronted Jake in front of a large group of people. That was the day Jake made the threat to not let things go with Zane, one no one paid much attention to because of his history of unsubstantiated threats.

			Jake Sanders had grown up with most of them, although he was several years older than V and Zoey. Since he had been held back a couple of years in school, they’d actually attended high school at the same time. He hadn’t been well liked back then, and his reputation hadn’t improved significantly over the years either. He was one of those men who liked to stir up trouble, spouting bullshit whenever anyone was close enough to listen. Most people had learned to tune him out or flat-out ignore him, which was what they had done the day he’d threatened Zane.

			She remembered they’d been at Anderson Croft’s mother’s house, trying to clean out the place after the woman spent years hoarding everything she could get her hands on. That particular day had started out like many others; everyone talking, laughing, and actually enjoying what they had set out to accomplish. That was until Jake’s unruly mouth got out of control, like it tended to do.

			Jake seemingly had set his sights on her, and V tried to be as polite as she could be, ignoring his snide comments and even avoiding him for a good part of the day. At one point, long after V had refused his numerous advances, he began saying nasty things about V’s mother.

			Although the things Jake said about her mother, then about her, had broken her heart, she’d learned long ago not to let the stones shatter the tough exterior she’d carefully erected.

			It had taken her a long time to be able to stand up tall and ignore what others said about her mother, some things true, others made up over the years in various versions of one story or another. Living in a small town like Coyote Ridge didn’t make it easy to avoid the various rumors and lies, but V had somehow managed to ignore them.

			Mostly.

			“V?”

			Zoey’s voice broke through her thoughts, and V stood up, shaking off the despair that threatened to consume her all over again.

			Taking a deep breath, she answered as strongly as she could, “I’m here.”

			“There’s one more thing you need to know.”

			Shit.

			V wasn’t sure she could handle any more grim news, and Zoey’s tone didn’t sound like she was about to tell her that she’d won the lottery or something equally exciting.

			It seemed as though bad news was all she was getting these days, and it was certainly having an impact on her mood. How was she supposed to fake the happy-go-lucky girl when everything was practically crumbling around her?

			“What?” she finally asked when she felt she could handle whatever Zoey was going to throw at her.

			“Braydon told Zane about Jake harassing you.” Zoey didn’t sound happy, not that V expected her to.

			“Dammit.” V knew she shouldn’t have said anything to Zoey.

			“I’m sorry, V. I told Kaleb because I thought someone needed to know. This is serious. Look what he did to Zane.”

			V didn’t know what to say to that. It wasn’t like she’d told Zoey not to say anything, although, looking back on it now, she should have.

			“You need to be careful, V. About Jake. He’s crazy.”

			The man was crazy all right. And homicidal. What he had done to Zane wasn’t just a warning. He and his friends had beaten Zane so badly, V was certain if she hadn’t been there to alert her neighbors, they probably would have killed him.

			“And Zane’s changed,” Zoey continued. “He’s not the same man he was before. His brothers are keeping an eye on him.”

			V sighed.

			She had purposely stayed away from Zane for the last couple of months, choosing to find out how he was doing by asking Zoey or Beau. Zane’s reputation was as more of a fighter than a lover, unlike most of his brothers. He had a short fuse to begin with and a protective streak a mile wide. V hadn’t wanted to provoke the first, and she didn’t deserve the second, so she had avoided him at all costs.

			Zane wasn’t a man to mess with. He didn’t have the laid-back country-boy attitude that Kaleb and Sawyer did, and he wasn’t a fun-loving attention grabber like the twins, Braydon and Brendon, either. Zane Walker was edgy. He was hard, and what made it worse, he was infused with a passion so fierce, those he cared about risked getting burned from time to time.

			“I’ll go talk to him.” V could do that much.

			With a quick good-bye, she hung up the phone and dropped it onto the couch cushion as she paced back and forth.

			Why did Zane have to be so damn stubborn?

			Why did she have to care about him so much?

			It wasn’t like the past couple of months had been easy on her. She’d stayed away out of necessity, not because she’d wanted to. There were times it had been so damn difficult to ignore Zane’s phone calls and texts, but she had managed, for the most part.

			On occasion, she would break down and answer, but that was usually after she’d spent hours thinking about him. Since the day he woke up, V had refused to go back to the hospital to see him, mostly because she feared she wouldn’t be able to walk away. She refused to get too attached to a man who would eventually slip right through her fingers. She wasn’t interested in forever, and Zane wasn’t the forever kind of guy.

			Before the assault, they had shared a few memorable moments together. Most of them resulted in the two of them being naked, or close to it. Not that V was complaining. Considering she hadn’t had sex with anyone other than Zane in the last two years, she welcomed those memories. Especially now, after three months of celibacy, when she wondered if she would ever have sex again.

			V wasn’t naive enough to believe she could keep Zane at arm’s length, no matter how much her heart begged her to. Now that he was out of the hospital, she was going to have to see him. She just hadn’t expected to have to see him so soon.

			Moving toward her bedroom, V checked the front door one more time to make sure it was locked. She did that frequently these days. To the point that she was beginning to wonder whether she had OCD. She knew her nerves were primarily the reason for her sudden paranoia, but she still worried.

			Once in her bedroom, V shut and locked her bedroom door as well before moving to the closet. She wanted to shower before she went to see Zane. With a full day’s worth of dirt and grime caked on her skin, she clearly needed some time to freshen up. Not to mention maybe an hour or two to steel her resolve.

			She was going to see Zane today.

			If she wasn’t happy about that, then why did her stomach churn with anticipation?

		

	
		
			chapter TWO

			Two hours later, V was standing on Zane’s front porch. For at least five minutes—maybe more, she wasn’t sure—she had been pacing back and forth, trying to convince herself to knock on the door.

			She couldn’t bring herself to do it.

			When the door slowly opened, V stopped midstep and stared at the man standing casually in the doorway. Her eyes traced every graceful line of his lean, magnificent body as he braced his hands on the top of the doorjamb and leaned into it, his smoke-blue eyes fixated on her. The movements made every muscle in his upper body stand out in stark relief.

			Oh, damn.

			Without a word, V let her eyes trail slowly down his thick, ropy biceps, over those sexy-as-hell back muscles that flared at his sides—lats, she was pretty sure that’s what they were called—over his pecs, his washboard abs, and that enticing, perfectly sculpted V that disappeared into the waistband of jeans that had seen better days. Her eyes even wandered down to see that his beautiful feet were bare.

			“Were you planning to stay out here all night?”

			Yes. Yes, she was.

			As though his words were liquid and she’d been dying of thirst, V’s body soaked up every nuance of every syllable; the raspy, low rumble settling some of her tension.

			Or, quite possibly, making her aware in other ways.

			“I thought about it.”

			Zane chuckled, then pinned her with that wicked come-hither grin, followed by a subtle, knowing wink, and V inadvertently felt a shift in the air around them. How did he do that? How did he make everything better with just a tilt of his enticing lips?

			“Come in.” Raspy and suggestive, his voice soothed her and gave her the courage to accept his offer.

			It wasn’t like she had much of a choice. If she didn’t go inside, she would never be able to have a conversation with him, because V was barely able to ignore the ardent memory of what they did, right there against the wall, just a few short months ago. That night had been perfect. The first time V agreed to go back to his house, they hadn’t even made it through the front door before Zane had shoved her against the wall as they devoured one another. Right there, out in the open, Zane had rocked her world.

			Putting one foot in front of the other, V managed to get past him and through the front door as his uniquely masculine scent assaulted her senses and nearly had her stumbling in her four-inch heels.

			V distracted herself by admiring his house and all the warmth that radiated from it. It was only her second time being inside, although Zane had been to hers plenty of times during their brief affair a few months before. And just like the last time, V was impressed by the sheer masculinity of her surroundings.

			Cowboy? Yes, that was one word that would describe Zane. From the bull rope hanging on the wall to the black-and-white framed images that told the story of Zane’s infamous, albeit short, bull-riding career. He was also one of the only Walker brothers who owned a horse. Travis actually owned several, but Zane had only one. She wondered how the horse was faring after not seeing Zane for so long. The thought brought a familiar sadness to her heart.

			There wasn’t a single interior wall in the entire floor plan, only the four that formed the outer structure of the house and a couple of cedar-wrapped beams that supported the vaulted ceilings. Distressed hickory hardwood planked the floor, while the walls were a relaxing shade of brown, like sandstone. She presumed it was Zane’s rustic take on an open, airy loft area. V liked it more than she was willing to admit. There was something about the space that made her feel at home.

			As she stood just inside the door, V’s gaze instinctively strayed to the bedroom section in the far left corner. A king-sized four-poster bed made out of intricately formed thick wooden limbs stood beside a wide armoire made of the same distressed wood. The area wasn’t overly large, but V figured it didn’t need to be. Most of what Zane did was probably on the bed anyway.

			That particular thought had heat sizzling down low.

			The bathroom wasn’t separated by a wall but rather an opaque pane of glass that offered some privacy, and V had some vivid fantasies of what it would be like to have Zane in that monstrous shower. The last time she was here, they hadn’t made it that far. Hell, they hadn’t even made it to the bed. The couch had been sufficient . . . As well as the front porch and the kitchen counter.

			Heat infused her, and V knew her blush was visible, so she kept her face turned away from Zane. Shaking the thought off, she reminded herself why she was there. It surely wasn’t so she could ogle Zane or to let him get even farther under her skin. No, she was here to let him down easy.

			And to remind him once again that if it weren’t for her, he wouldn’t have been through the hell he’d been through. Nor would his family have suffered for the last few months. That familiar ache reappeared, and V reminded herself that what she and Zane had wasn’t real. Never had been. And it was in her best interest—and his—if they didn’t see each other anymore.

			It would help if she actually believed that.

			[image: ]

			ZANE DIDN’T MAKE a sound as he stood by the front door, his hip propped against the wood, his arms crossed over his chest as he watched V. Since the moment he’d realized she was pacing back and forth on his front porch, he hadn’t been able to take his eyes off her. He was doing pretty fucking well not touching her either.

			Now that she was inside his house, there were a number of excessively appealing ideas penetrating his sex-deprived body. Three months had passed since he’d last touched her . . . tasted her . . . felt the searing way her pussy enveloped his cock. The last thought had him stifling a groan.

			This woman affected him in ways no other woman had ever come close to. Before the assault, Zane had been pursuing V relentlessly, and she had been throwing him a curveball at every attempt.

			Never in all of his twenty-four years had he expected to have long-term thoughts about a woman, but when it came to V, he thought of little else. It was surprising how much he felt for her and how quickly it had come on. Although they had been apart for three long months, Zane still felt exactly the same. Vanessa Carmichael was his other half, but, just like before the attack, he knew he had his work cut out for him when it came to convincing her of that.

			He kept her in his sights, watching as she gracefully lowered herself to the black leather couch, fluffing her short brown skirt out so that it didn’t show any more of her long legs and beautiful olive skin. Zane had to bite his tongue.

			The last time she had come to his house, she’d been on that couch too. Only because that was the closest piece of furniture they could get to in their haste to practically tear one another’s clothes off. That night had been memorable, especially after Zane had fucked her up against the rough wood siding on his front porch, unable to keep his hands off her long enough to make it inside. Not that she had been complaining.

			Unfortunately, Zane was pretty sure V wasn’t here to let him worship her with his mouth, although he liked that idea much better than what she probably had in mind. He knew based on his conversation with Kaleb just a short while ago that this wasn’t a pleasure visit. V had come over to see him just to keep him from going to her house. He could tell just how much she wished to be anywhere else by the way she sat with her back straight and her hands perfectly poised in her lap.

			Him, on the other hand . . .

			Zane wanted V as close to his side as he could get her. Preferably, he’d be on top of her. Or under her. He wasn’t picky either way.

			“Drink?” Pushing away from the door, Zane glanced in her direction as he made his way to the refrigerator. He wasn’t sure what he had to drink, but he was fairly certain there was water. Yep, there was water. He snagged one of the bottles before closing the door. At this point, that’s all he needed. For some reason, he felt a little dehydrated, and he was sure it was due to the way his blood pressure had skyrocketed and his body temperature had increased since the second he saw V on his front steps.

			“No, thank you.”

			All prim and proper, V was. Or so she tried to pretend. She might’ve forgotten that Zane had seen her totally out of control with lust a time or twenty, but he hadn’t. He was pretty sure he never would.

			“You didn’t have to come all the way out here, you know.” Zane sat on the wooden table across from V, doing his best not to reach out to touch her. “I would’ve come to your house.”

			V’s pert little nose scrunched, her eyebrows dove down in a frown, and she didn’t look directly at him. She tried to play off her initial reaction by leaning back against the cushions, pretending to get comfortable as she did. She looked tense, and not at all like she wanted to talk to him.

			She didn’t make a sound for what felt like an eternity. “Talk to me, V.”

			“I don’t think that’s a great idea.”

			It was Zane’s turn to frown as he studied her, trying to understand what she was getting at. He’d been to her house on numerous occasions, right up until the assault, and never once had she seemed unhappy to see him.

			“What? Talking?” If she didn’t intend to talk to him, what the hell had she come over for? “Help me out here, V.” He leaned closer, resting his elbows on his knees with the water bottle clutched between his hands.

			Zane had never been good at reading a woman’s mind, and V’s was particularly difficult to read. She had an uncanny ability to keep herself closed off as much as possible.

			“No. You. Coming to my house. We know how well that worked out last time.” V’s remark apparently shocked her as much as it shocked him. Her eyes flew up to meet his, and he saw the same horror reflected in the amber color that he’d seen moments before Jake Sanders had knocked him unconscious.

			So that was how she was going to handle this? Did she think that making him stay away from her house was going to protect him? He felt the swirling black hole, filled with vehemence and loathing for what that bastard had done to them, open up inside him.

			There had been so many times he wished he could go back to that day and change how things had played out, but no matter how often he thought about it, he knew he couldn’t have changed anything. Jake had planned it all out, and somehow the man had gotten away with what he’d done, which had another jolt of anger bursting free inside him.

			Zane would admit that he hadn’t been happy when he found out that V had tried to take all the blame on herself. He’d wanted to talk to her, to shake her until she understood that nothing she did caused it to happen. But seeing her now, seeing the absolute anguish on her face, broke his heart. The self-induced guilt was eating her alive.

			“Are you okay?” Setting the water bottle on the table beside him, Zane moved an inch closer, his knees nearly touching hers.

			From the moment he woke up in that damned hospital bed two months ago, Zane had wondered how she was holding up. Both physically and emotionally. From the outside, V looked just as radiant as always, but he knew her better than she thought. She was notorious for coming across as though all was great and perfect, but when she didn’t know he was looking, there had been plenty of times he had seen her with her guard down.

			It hit him that he didn’t even know whether she had sustained any injuries that day. His memory had taken a little time to come back to him, but as soon as he recalled the way one of those bastards had shoved V, sending her slamming into the ground, he’d damn near walked out of the hospital that day. That one push had distracted Zane enough, giving those fuckers exactly the opportunity they needed to catch him off guard.

			“I’m fine. Why?” Her nonchalant attitude pissed him off sometimes. She acted as though nothing fazed her, but he knew better. He could see it in the way she forced a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

			“Did they hurt you?” He had to ask the question because he had to know. No one knew exactly what had happened right after Zane had been knocked out. Well, no one but V.

			“They didn’t hurt me,” she said, sounding for the first time like she was trying to reassure him. “They weren’t there for me, Zane. Jake just used me to get to you.”

			“He didn’t use you, Vanessa. Jake came after me. It just happened to take place at your house. There’s a big difference.”

			The words came out a little harsher than he intended, but it was more than obvious that she was laying the blame on herself. He wanted to reassure her that it wasn’t her fault. He knew they needed to talk about what had happened, but Zane was hesitant to relive those memories so soon after he was released from the hospital.

			He knew full well what it would do to him mentally. That black hole of fury was pulling him under, and if there was anything Zane knew about himself, it was that his temper bordered on out of control. He’d become intimately familiar with it during the few conversations that he’d had with that damn psychiatrist—or whatever she wanted to call herself—that his mother insisted he talk to in the hospital.

			V’s eyes lowered. “I’m so sorry.” Her whispered words broke his heart and pissed him off at the same time.

			“You have nothing to be sorry about, V.” This time he lowered his voice, trying to reassure her as he leaned closer, reaching out for the first time to touch her. Tilting her chin up so she had to meet his eyes, he smiled sadly. “Nothing that happened, that day or any other, was your fault.”

			“No?” V stood suddenly. Her abrupt shift had Zane flinching backward instinctively.

			Yeah, he was clearly going to have to work on that.

			Pushing himself to his feet, he closed the gap between them, towering over her as she stood staring up at him. At six foot four, Zane was not by any means a small man, although he was still working on gaining back the pounds he’d lost while in the hospital, along with the strength that was zapped from him thanks to nearly a month in a coma.

			Standing next to V, all five foot seven or so of her, Zane couldn’t help but remember how well their bodies fit together. She was tall and curvy and breathlessly beautiful. Even in those heels, he still had to look down at her, and when she hit him with those whiskey-brown eyes, some of his anger subsided.

			“No, baby. None of it was your fault. You couldn’t have predicted what that fucker would do.” He kept his tone low and even, as best he could.

			Truth be told, Zane should’ve been smarter. His first clue should’ve been when things began escalating after the first threat at Anderson Croft’s. Then, after Jake jumped him at Moonshiners, Zane should’ve realized the man was rapidly losing touch with reality. Maybe it was because Zane had knocked his ego down a notch the day Jake had insulted V, or maybe Jake was just a loose cannon, bound to explode at any time. Either way, Zane should’ve been prepared.

			Instead, he’d let down his guard some.

			“He was waiting for you. At my house. Why don’t you understand this?”

			“Understand what?” He took a step back. “You weren’t even at the bar when he jumped me there, were you? So I’m not sure how you get to blame yourself for any of this.”

			“No, I wasn’t. But if it weren’t for what happened at Anderson Croft’s, none of this would be happening. And in case you forgot, that all started because of me.”

			True. V had a point there. The whole thing had started that day, but despite her accuracy on the timing, her logic didn’t make any damn sense. Regardless, talking to her was useless because she had since made up her mind. The only thing he could do now was to try to change it.

			“You couldn’t control what Jake was going to do, baby, any more than you can control whatever this is between us.”

			Zane hadn’t expected to say the last part, but somehow the words had slipped out. The woman was a distraction, one that kept him away from some of the darker, gloomier thoughts, and he welcomed that into his life. He’d gotten attached to her, and he wasn’t ready to let go, even if she resorted to trying to convince him otherwise. Which he knew she was going to do.

			Zane didn’t have it in him to give up, and no matter how hard she tried to push him away, he wasn’t going to budge.

			Not this time.

			“Zane.” V choked back a sob. “I can’t do this anymore.”

			Well, that wasn’t what he wanted to hear, even if he had expected it. In fact, it was a long time coming because he had been anticipating this conversation ever since the day he went to pick her up to take her to the groundbreaking ceremony. She’d been alluding to the fact that she didn’t want to see him anymore, but Zane hadn’t believed her then.

			He still didn’t believe her now.

			“What can’t you do?” He needed to hear her say the words. He wasn’t sure she could actually say them.

			“This.” She wiggled one hand back and forth between them, referencing the two of them.

			“You can do this.”

			“I’m not talking about sex, Zane,” V huffed, backing up another step, her hands going to her hips, her eyes blazing with frustration and what he sensed was anger. “Fucking you has never been the problem.”

			Fucking him?

			Zane’s body hardened at the same time something else took root deep in his soul. Something that told him whatever this was between them wasn’t just about sex. Even if V wanted to believe it was.

			“Then what’s the problem?” He was getting irritated now. “Are you scared, V? Scared that fucking me might turn into something more?” Taunting her, he continued, “Scared that I might just be able to get past that impenetrable outer shell?”

			“No!” V stormed across the room, presenting Zane with her back.

			“That’s what it sounds like to me, baby. Sounds like you can’t handle fucking me because you’re scared there might be something more between us.”

			There already was, but Zane didn’t say that out loud. He knew how far he could push her.

			“You’re delusional, Zane Walker. Maybe you should go back to the hospital. I think the doctors might’ve overlooked the severity of your brain damage.” V turned abruptly to face him again.

			Zane laughed, and that earned him a death glare. God, she was so damned bewitching when she looked at him like that.

			“Honey, I think you already feel something for me.”

			“Bullshit. You’re just a baby, Zane. We might have fun between the sheets, but that’s all it is.”

			V’s reference to his age, specifically the difference between them, only pissed Zane off more. He hated that she used that as an excuse. She’d tried it one other time, and if he remembered correctly, she’d been sprawled out beneath him in ten seconds flat, begging him to let her come.

			He was twenty-four, almost twenty-five, and she was just barely thirty. Fuck, he wouldn’t care if she were forty. What Zane felt for her he’d never felt for anyone else, and he wasn’t about to let her get by with throwing whatever this might be away because of a few measly numbers.

			“A baby?” Zane stalked her across the room until he pressed her into the glass partition that enclosed his bathroom. He didn’t stop crowding her until he was crushing her between his body and the cool glass at her back. “That’s not what you were screaming when I had my dick buried inside you.”

			Zane leaned in closer, his mouth hovering above hers as he waited for her response. Her sharp inhale, along with the full-body shiver, told him exactly how much he still affected her.

			“Was it?” Letting his lips brush lightly over hers, he waited for V to push him away.

			She didn’t.

			And that told him all that he needed to know.
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			WHAT THE HELL was wrong with her? Why did she knowingly push him like that? Zane wasn’t the kind of man to back off freely, and she had found exactly what it took to push his buttons. With the warmth of his body pressed against her, V knew she should be shoving him away, knew she should race right across the room, throw open his front door, and run. Never look back.

			For the life of her, she couldn’t seem to do it. Just like the very first time her eyes met his, there was a kinetic energy that shifted between the two of them, and she couldn’t force herself to move away. Zane stole her breath and her common sense with just a smile. When he actually touched her, it was even worse.

			In fact, V was positive she had never met a man as capable as Zane of causing her to drop her defenses as quickly as he caused her to drop her clothes. He was like a drug, impossible to resist once she’d had a taste of him.

			And as for their age difference, V didn’t give a shit about it at all, but it was the only tangible thing she had to hold on to; her only justification for putting distance between herself and the one man capable of breaking her heart. Never would V let that happen. Not after what she’d seen her mother go through.

			Her mother and her wandering ways had taught V one valuable lesson: never rely on a man to fulfill you. As she had seen time and time again, no man had ever satisfied her mother, yet Regina continued to ruthlessly pursue them in hopes of finding the one who would. V just figured if she never started, she’d never be disappointed.

			This man threatened all her carefully erected walls, because she wanted him more than she wanted anything else.

			“It’s not going to work, V.” Zane’s words broke through the haze of lust that was once again clouding her brain as she thought about how much she wanted him.

			“What?” V felt as though she’d missed a vital part of the conversation.

			“Trying to push me away is only going to make me come after you more.”

			One thing she had learned about this man: he didn’t say things he didn’t mean. He’d been pursuing her for about a month before he was attacked, and she’d tried to push him away. He didn’t listen, always coming back for more, no matter how cruel she was with his feelings.

			Whatever he thought this was, it wasn’t. What was happening between them was nothing more than a highly reactive proclivity to lust. It was a 100 percent physical reaction between two people who were attracted to one another, spurred on by some wild and impassioned urges. Oh, and pheromones. Yes, definitely those too.

			“What do you want from me?” V asked the question although she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the answer.

			“Everything.” The way Zane articulated each syllable had V’s pulse soaring. The way he looked at her like she was everything and then some made her wish that there actually could be something between them. The fact was, they came from different worlds, and she wasn’t so sure that there was a way for them to meet in the middle.

			Now, if he were talking about sex, V could see the potential in a short-term fling with him. The man inspired orgasms with just a tilt of his head, and V could attest to what he was capable of doing with his mouth. Anything more than that was out of the question, and she didn’t want to lead him on.

			“You think that somehow sex is going to make me fall in love with you?” She let the words drip with her incredulity.

			“Baby, you keep saying that word like that’s all you want from me.” Zane grinned, and V was damn near blinded by the intensity of his beautiful smile.

			“That’s all you have to offer me, Zane,” she whispered, trying to sound convincing.

			“That’s what you think. Give me a chance, V. Stop trying to push me away at every turn. All I need is a chance.”

			“You don’t need to prove anything to me,” V said honestly. She knew just how real he was. She’d experienced just how incredible it felt to be in his arms. She also knew just how devastated she would feel when it was over.

			“Maybe not, but I need to possess you. All of you.” Zane’s mouth was brushing against hers with every breath he took, every word he spoke.

			Fuck. She was a goner, and she knew it. She couldn’t get another word out if she tried. He wanted to possess her? V knew exactly what he was referring to. He’d mentioned it before. She had seen a glimpse of his dominating side on more than one occasion, and she had a feeling he knew how worked up she got because of it.

			She found herself leaning closer to him, although she knew she was supposed to be pushing him away. She was taunting him, daring him to kiss her. If nothing else, at least she could get lost in the kiss and forget about all the emotions this man stirred inside her.

			Thankfully, Zane stole her ability to think any more.

			He crushed his mouth to hers, the evidence of his desire pressing intimately between her thighs. When his strong, warm hand slid down the back of her leg, then behind her knee, she knew there was no more fighting him. The only thing she needed for her brain cells to stop functioning properly was his touch.

			Holding her leg against his thigh, V welcomed him by pressing her hips against his. She was trapped between his muscular body and the hard pane of glass at her back, unable to move in any direction, and for some strange reason, V found comfort in his touch. Zane controlled her movements, controlled every ounce of her pleasure by the way he took his time with her. If she had learned anything, it was that he wasn’t a man to rush through anything.

			When his lips scraped against the side of her mouth and down her chin before trailing down the side of her neck, V tilted her head to the side, giving him better access. She reveled in the warmth of his body, the strength she could feel in every move he made. Having extraordinarily limited experience due to not having been with many men in her life, V was still thoroughly convinced that no one compared to Zane.

			“I’ve missed you.” Zane’s raspy words tickled her senses and had her thrusting her hips against his more firmly, trying to increase the friction against her clit. “Tell me you haven’t missed me, V.”

			She couldn’t speak, much less lie to him. She’d missed him more than she was willing to admit to herself.

			“Tell me how much you’ve missed this, and I’ll give you everything you want. I’ll bury my tongue in your sweet pussy and make you come with just my mouth. You want that, don’t you?”

			More than she wanted water or air or any life-sustaining substance. Not having known his touch for the last three months had been hell. Having it now was like a sudden plunge into warm water; her body was overheated, her nipples pebbled, her skin sensitive and aching for more of his touch.

			“Tell me, V,” he growled as he nipped her shoulder, pulling the loose collar of her sweater down as he went. She wanted him to rip her clothes from her body and ravish her the way only he could.

			“I’ve missed this.” She managed to say the words, trying hard to sound normal and not entirely out of her mind with desire. “But I don’t want strings, Zane. It can only be sex.”

			Zane’s chuckle sent throbbing need directly to her clit. The deep, dark rumble of his voice made her even crazier with lust. “If that’s what you want, then yes.”

			Why didn’t she believe him?

			His mouth began moving back up her shoulder, his hand sliding up to cup her head as he lifted her face until their eyes met. “But until we decide otherwise I want all of you. No holding back, V.”

			She wasn’t sure she could give all of herself, because up to this point, she’d already given him more than she should have. He was putting fissures in that hard shell she’d wrapped around her heart, and she knew that any time spent with him would only increase her chances of falling for him completely.

			But what else could she do? This was the only way to prove to herself that she didn’t need him. Sex and love were two different things, and she feared she was already beginning to confuse the two.

			“All right.” Before she was prepared for them, the words escaped. But once her acceptance was out there, V realized there was no turning back.

			Zane pressed his mouth to hers forcefully, taking everything he wanted and giving back tenfold. His tongue was cool, and he tasted like mint and man, and she couldn’t help herself. V pulled his head closer to hers, tightening her fingers in his hair as she tangled her tongue with his, licking him, tasting him, taking everything he had to give her. His taste, the strength in his touch, the sleek texture of his skin had her aching to be naked beneath him.

			“I need you, V. Right now,” Zane groaned as he broke the kiss, his hand still holding her face, his thumb brushing her cheek while the other hand lifted her leg higher on his hip, his erection grinding between her thighs.

			She nodded, unable to speak.

			Removing her hands from around his neck, she hurriedly fumbled with the button on his jeans, anxious to take what he was offering without having to think anymore. She lowered the zipper and pushed the denim down just enough to free his thick, heavy erection.

			He didn’t let her go, one hand still squeezing her leg, the other splayed across her neck, the crook between his thumb and index finger tilting her head up so she was forced to meet his gaze.

			“Pull your panties to the side,” he demanded, piercing her with those glowing blue-gray eyes. He didn’t pull away; he shifted his hips back ever so slightly so she had room to maneuver.

			Unable to refuse him or herself any longer, because her body remembered what this felt like, how he overwhelmed her senses, how he pushed her higher than she’d ever gone before, V did as he instructed. She eased her panties out of the way, using one hand to guide his thick cock to her entrance before he took over, slamming inside her.

			“Oh, fuck!” Eloquence wasn’t something either of them possessed when their bodies came together like this. “Fuck me, Zane.”

			Zane’s hand disappeared from her skin, and then returned but this time much lower, gripping her ass, lifting her until she had no choice but to wrap her legs around him, his cock buried to the hilt, her body fighting to accommodate the sensual intrusion. V fought to hang on. She was so close already; riding that fine, thin, razor-sharp edge that separated ethereal pleasure from mind-numbing bliss.

			When he began thrusting forcefully, he used his body to support her against the wall, one arm beneath her ass, the fingers of his other hand sliding into her hair, pulling her head back so he could take her mouth. V was powerless against the intensity of her desire for this man.

			Zane groaned as he separated their mouths, staring into her eyes, her soul. V could feel him everywhere.

			“Baby, I’m not going to last. I need you to come for me. Fucking come around my cock. I want to feel your pussy milk my cock while I come inside of you.”

			That was all it took.

			Those few words sent her body tumbling into chaos; her orgasm equivalent to C-4, exploding and leaving a crumbling mess as she held on to Zane with everything she had. When his body stilled, the force of his release filling her, V’s world tilted and exploded once more.

			What in the world had she just committed herself to?
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