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      Reyna knows happily-ever-after isn’t in her future...

      But after three years of solitude, Reyna is ready for a fling. She’s learned her lesson with bad boys and long-term expectations, so her neighbor’s visiting nephew is the perfect man to lead into temptation. But Kade has a gift for breaking her rules and ensuring Reyna doesn’t regret it, which means one night becomes two...

      

      Kade believes in putting the past where it belongs...

      Kade was always waiting for the right woman, and one night with Reyna convinces him that he’s found her. It’s more than great sex and good conversation: Reyna’s determination to shape her life inspires him to rebuild his own, and he knows they’ll be a great team. All he has to do is convince her to take a chance on him and forever. When Reyna’s past catches up to them both, will it destroy their new partnership before the future begins?
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      Flatiron Five has a new tattoo shop—run by the enigmatic and legendary tattoo artist Chynna. When the moon is full, Chynna creates one tattoo to set two hearts afire and gives it away, with the goal of making romantic dreams come true. Who will be next?

      
        Secret Heart Ink is a series of short contemporary romances set in the same world as Deborah’s Flatiron Five series of contemporary romances.

        

        1. Snowbound

        

        2. Spring Fever

        

        3. One Hot Summer Night (coming soon)
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        Secret Heart Ink, Manhattan—Sunday, April 29

      

      Reyna was lying on the padded table in Chynna’s tattoo shop, her eyes closed as she concentrated on the music. She could almost ignore the buzz of the tattoo gun on the back of her neck. She had a butterfly tattoo there, the insect’s body on her spine and the wings spread almost to her shoulders. It had been just a black outline for three years, but Chynna was finally adding color, at Reyna’s request.

      It was time.

      Reyna couldn’t believe she was back in Manhattan at all, never mind that she’d visited the city twice in a month. She fought her urge to run back to Maine immediately, knowing that the chances of her seeing anyone she knew were so slim as to be nonexistent.

      She was safe.

      But she’d be more convinced of it once she got back to Honey Hill.

      “What happened with your friend?” Chynna asked, pausing. Reyna knew from experience that the other woman was considering her work from different angles, making sure it was right before continuing.

      “Olivia?”

      “Was that her name? The one who was here for the official opening.” She paused and adjusted her position. “Kind of reserved, at least compared to the two of you.”

      Reyna smiled, knowing that she and Lexi were much more flamboyant than Olivia. “Olivia. She won the tattoo from you.”

      Chynna made a sound of agreement, then began to work again.

      “Don’t you know what happened?” Reyna teased. “With your tarot cards and the moon’s magic and all?”

      “It’s better when someone tells me the end of the story.”

      Reyna gave her the executive summary. “She took a chance and decided to seduce Spencer. Her plan was to get him out of her system, but they were snowed in before she could leave. We couldn’t pick her up on time and he figured it out. Maybe he knew all along. He tried to win her over. She still went to England once the plows got through, though.”

      “No one says the story is finished.”

      “Certainly not Spencer. Apparently, he’s pretty grumpy.”

      “Then maybe he’ll take advantage of the moon’s magic and change the ending.”

      “What was the last tarot card?”

      “Tristan hasn’t told me yet.”

      Reyna turned to look at Chynna, who had stopped the tattoo gun. “Do you really believe in that stuff?”

      Chynna was changing the color of ink, but Reyna sensed that it wasn’t an accident that her gaze was averted. The other woman spoke carefully. “I believe that a person can make anything happen if they have faith in themselves.”

      “That’s not exactly an answer.”

      “Haven’t you ever noticed how many people find love when they’re open to it?”

      “About as many as don’t find it when they’re looking for it.”

      Chynna made a non-committal sound beneath her breath. “I could argue that they’re looking too hard or searching for a prize, or social status, which isn’t the same as making yourself receptive to love.”

      Reyna closed her eyes again. “I wouldn’t know. I’ll just have to take your word for it.” Chynna worked for a few moments in silence and Reyna thought about the artist’s own love life—or what she knew of it. “You miss him, don’t you?” she asked, knowing the reference would be understood.

      “Every moment of every day,” Chynna said, her voice heartfelt.

      There was nothing Reyna could say to that. She couldn’t imagine loving anyone again, not since her colossal mistake, and she certainly couldn’t imagine missing anyone more than she missed her parents and grandmother. She’d felt as if a piece of herself had been stolen away when her dad had died, then again when her mom had died, and a third time when her grandmother had passed. With a true partner, as Chynna had had, the sense of loss would have to be a million times worse.

      Maybe it was better that she’d learned to be alone.

      Maybe scars sometimes defended you from future injury.

      “If anything I do helps someone to make that change in their perspective, the one that invites love into their life, I can only believe that to be a good thing,” Chynna mused, leaning closer to color a tiny area with precision. Reyna felt the other woman’s breath on her skin but didn’t shiver. “And if that person needs a visible reminder, like a little red tattoo heart, to believe that they’re lovable and that there’s a partner out there for them, I’m good with supplying it.”

      “And the bit about the moon?”

      “The moon always looks favorably on affairs of the heart, on intuition and feelings.”

      Tristan cawed from his perch at that, as if in agreement. Reyna glanced up to find the raven watching, as if he was supervising Chynna’s work, his bright eyes gleaming. “How old is he now?”

      “I don’t know.” Chynna paused to glance at the bird. “I’ve had him five years and he was an adult when I got him from the bird shelter.”

      Reyna remembered why Chynna had needed company then, and knew well enough to steer the conversation away from that phase of her life. “Where did he come from?”

      “They didn’t know. But he talked, which indicated that he’d been with people. He understood about cages and light switches and shoe laces—”

      “And opening latches on cupboards.”

      Chynna laughed. “That, too. But he didn’t seem to know what to do when they put him outside. I’m not sure if he’d survive out there. He might not have the skills to defend himself or find his own food.”

      Tristan cawed again, bobbing his head with enthusiasm.

      “I think he likes being with you.”

      Chynna smiled. “I like having him around. He’s good company. Turn a bit now and I’ll finish this right wing.”

      Reyna moved as instructed and sighed.

      “Did you really only come back to Manhattan to see me?” Chynna asked.

      “I wouldn’t let anyone else color your work. It wouldn’t be right.”

      Chynna seemed to consider that and Reyna braced herself for a more probing question. She was surprised when it didn’t come immediately.

      The last thing she’d done in Manhattan before fleeing the city had been to get this tattoo. The butterfly was a mark of her freedom, and maybe of her vulnerability.

      “Why are you coloring it in after all this time?”

      Reyna almost shrugged, then realized just in time that the move would be a bad idea when there was a tattoo gun against her back. “It looks too different from everything else.”

      “Maybe you’ve come full circle,” Chynna suggested softly.

      “In what way?”

      “It was the last tattoo I did for you. Such a big piece in a prominent place must have had meaning. Maybe making it bright indicates a change in perspective.”

      “It’s just the design,” Reyna insisted, something tightening in her gut.

      “I remember how insistent you were about it. It had to be exactly right.”

      “All my tattoos had to be exactly right,” Reyna said, feeling as if she sounded defensive. “This one was no different.” She took a steadying breath, knowing that she wasn’t ready to surrender the truth. “It should look less different from all the others so it blends in. That’s why it needs color.”

      Chynna shrugged. “Maybe you’re integrating the experience that prompted the tattoo into your perspective.”

      “Maybe it’s just ink,” Reyna countered.

      Chynna wiped her work, then stepped back. She tilted her head, admiring the result, and Reyna waited for the little smile of satisfaction.

      When it curved Chynna’s lips, Reyna smiled too.

      Relief flooded through her, because she’d be on her way out of the city soon.

      Chynna met her gaze. “You can run now,” she said, showing that uncanny understanding of Reyna’s thoughts. “Put on your armor and hide your heart safely away again.” She moved to clean her tools.

      “Are you suggesting that I’m afraid of something?” Reyna said as she sat up. Chynna brought a hand mirror and showed her the butterfly. Even a bit puffy, it was exquisitely beautiful with the added color and exactly what she’d wanted.

      “Everyone’s afraid of something,” Chynna said mildly. “Just because you aren’t running as hard doesn’t mean you’re invulnerable. Like your butterfly. It might not get caught by a predator, but it’s still a delicate creature that can come to harm.”

      Reyna shivered. “I don’t want to even think about that.”

      Chynna continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “But the butterfly doesn’t hide under the eaves or stay in its cocoon, trapped by its fragility. It heads out into the world in search of nectar.”

      “To survive.”

      “But if it’s lucky, it’ll do more than survive. It’ll help flowers and fruits to reproduce and even reproduce itself.”

      “I don’t think butterflies have as much fun with that as we do.”

      Chynna laughed. “Probably not.” She sobered. “But we need that contact, Reyna. Just because you claimed your freedom and flew out of danger doesn’t mean you should hide away.”

      Reyna lifted her hands, indicating herself. She was dressed in red and black, wearing her favorite rockabilly jeans and red boots, a tight white blouse and a red bandana in her hair. “I’m not exactly easy to overlook.”

      “That’s just the surface and you know it. How many people get to see the real you?”

      “As many as deserve it.”

      Chynna nodded. “And I’m thinking that’s a very low number right now. That it has been a low number for a few years.”

      “What difference does it make?” Reyna felt agitated by their discussion, but was interested as well. It wouldn’t be all bad to lose the last increment of her anxiety about the past.

      Chynna picked up another tattoo gun, one that Reyna knew was a particular favorite. “Will you indulge me with an experiment?”

      “What kind of experiment?”

      “The full moon is today, but the club at F5 isn’t open because it’s a Sunday.” Chynna met Reyna’s gaze and smiled as she held up the tattoo gun. “Let me give your butterfly a heart.”

      “You said it wasn’t magic.”

      “I didn’t say that. I said that a visible sign helps some people manifest change in their own lives. Maybe that is magic.”

      Reyna looked at the tattoo gun. She looked at Tristan, who was watching avidly. She didn’t believe Chynna, not really—the tattoo hadn’t worked for Olivia, after all—but she was tempted. If nothing else, she’d collect a tiny bit of ink that was special.

      She spun around on the table, presenting her back to Chynna before she could change her mind. “Okay. Let’s do it. And thank you.” Then she closed her eyes as the gun buzzed against her skin again.

      And despite her skepticism, Reyna made a wish.
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        Honey Hill, Maine—Tuesday, May 15

      

      The little heart on the butterfly tattoo burned.

      It felt like it was on fire, which was bizarre because the rest of the tattoo didn’t hurt at all. It had healed beautifully, all of it, but Reyna could feel that little heart.

      All the time.

      It almost pulsed.

      It wasn’t painful, just always present. A reminder. It made her think about her conversation with Chynna and mull on it more than she would have otherwise. It made her think about her wish not to be alone anymore, the one she never thought would come true.

      Even more odd, the heart had heated up a notch when she’d heard that Olivia had called Spencer from England and that he’d flown there the same day. The story in town was that they were coming back to Honey Hill together, as a couple.

      Had Chynna’s tattoo worked for Olivia?

      Even if it hadn’t, even if Reyna discarded the whole situation and its resolution as coincidence, there was still this insistent warmth on the back of her shoulders.

      It made her think about possibilities.

      It made her remember things she wanted to forget or at least never experience again. Once was enough for some events.

      But despite her painful memories, Reyna found herself yearning for the feel of a man’s hands on her skin. She didn’t miss being in a relationship, the expectations and the compromises, and all the drama. She missed sex, though. Slow, thorough sex. There really wasn’t a good substitute for a gorgeous man determined to please. Just the thought made her yearn a little more. She’d been as chaste as a nun for three years and this spring, the status quo wasn’t nearly good enough. She was impatient. Ready for a caress. More than ready to take a chance.

      If this was spring fever, Reyna knew how to get rid of it.

      One man.

      One night.

      Multiple mind-blowing orgasms.

      It sounded like a great plan and a simple formula, but there was one considerable snag. There were many things Reyna loved about living in the town of Honey Hill, but the very low number of eligible men wasn’t one of them. Initially, she’d felt safer with so few men her age in the vicinity, but as her confidence had returned, she’d begun to see the situation as less than ideal.

      If Reyna ignored the guys she didn’t think were attractive, the ones who were too old or too young, the ones she’d heard strange stories about, and the ones she knew weren’t interested in her, the list of candidates became very, very small.

      In fact, there was just one potential recipient of her affections.

      Kade Sullivan.

      Reyna knew she wasn’t the only one who had noticed the arrival of one very eligible, very hot male in Honey Hill. The nephew of the retired couple who lived across the street from Reyna, Kade was obviously close to his aunt and uncle. He’d come to stay, apparently to help them with some maintenance on their home. He was maybe a couple of years older than Reyna, trim and muscular. Reyna had appreciated the view of him on their roof when he’d checked the chimneys, his tall figure silhouetted against the sky. He walked the main street of Honey Hill at regular intervals, from one end of the block to the other, as he made his way to the general store for supplies. Reyna was at the window of her shop each and every time he passed by. She just couldn’t resist a look.

      How long was he staying?

      Where did he usually live?

      Speculation was rife, but Reyna wasn’t sure of the truth. The Sullivans were too busy enjoying his company to talk to their neighbors about him. Reyna knew only that he was gorgeous, apparently single, and that time was of the essence.

      Who knew how long he’d stay?

      He must be a contractor or a carpenter, helping out his aunt and uncle on his vacation or between jobs. Reyna liked him for that alone.

      Never mind the novelty of a nice guy.

      Kade was obviously a straight arrow. Level gaze, short hair, he was as far from Reyna’s typical choice of a bad boy with a reputation as could be. He’d been clean-shaven when he arrived, but now had about three days’ growth of beard. He must have been trimming it because it didn’t get longer—it didn’t make him look disreputable either. He was polite to old ladies, even nosy Mrs. Foster. He’d helped Mitch Gardener’s son launch his kite, over and over again, the previous Saturday. He seemed to have endless patience with his aunt and uncle’s home, another Victorian much like Reyna’s own. She knew how much trouble those old houses could be.

      Maybe instead taking a risk with a bad boy, it was time for Reyna to ask for what she wanted—instead of taking what a man offered.

      The butterfly seemed to hum in agreement.

      Reyna was going to lead Kade Sullivan astray, for just one night.

      She wouldn’t regret it, and she’d make sure he didn’t either.
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      Every time Kade stepped out the door of his aunt and uncle’s house, he felt as if he’d entered a Norman Rockwell painting.

      Actually, he had that sense inside their house, too. He could have been a time traveler, or the town itself could have been unmoored from its rightful place in a kinder, gentler past only to end up in a modern age at odds with its core beliefs.

      Maybe the juxtaposition was why he liked it so much.

      Maybe it was why he could think so clearly in Honey Hill.

      On this particular Tuesday morning, he volunteered to pick up the ordered can of paint at the general store, leaving his uncle to finish priming the elaborate wooden porch. Louise and Derek had lovingly restored the Victorian house and this iteration of the exterior paint would turn it into a “painted lady,” with five colors of paint. It was a lot of work but it already looked amazing and Kade found a certain satisfaction in helping.

      Honey Hill was anchored by a single intersection: on one corner was the old bank, a solid brick two-storey building, although it was no longer occupied by a financial institution. The bank’s presence had been reduced to an automatic teller machine on the outside wall. The building had become Wright’s Diner, open most of the time (except Sunday night) and seldom so busy that you couldn’t get a table.

      On the next corner, moving clockwise around the intersection, was the First Congregational Church. It was an imposing wooden structure, even older than the bank, with a tall tower pointing at the heavens in case anyone forgot who was in charge. Kade liked the sound of its bell on sleepy Sundays.

      On the next corner, diagonal from the bank, was the general store, which included the post office. The building had been there for over a hundred years. The general store had a little bit of just about everything, albeit more expensive than at the big chains, but already its inventory had saved Kade a long drive on a few occasions.

      The final corner should have held the town hall, but it had burned down some years before. Since the town had been officially absorbed by the larger municipality of Moose Lake, that lot remained empty except for the paved drive and parking lot.

      On the north side of the street west of the general store was a single block of shops and offices, most of which were located in converted homes. Some had a retail shop in the front and a private residence behind and above. One in particular drew Kade’s attention. It was called Cupcake Heaven, which didn’t interest him nearly as much as the gorgeous woman who owned it. He guessed that she’d converted the ground floor of the house to her shop and kitchen, and lived above it.

      Between it and the general store was a thrift shop. Aunt Louise said it had been opened by the mother of the current owner. She admired that Penny had taken the business upmarket with her vintage finds and that she also ran a thriving online business. On the other side of Cupcake Heaven was a used bookstore which was only open on Saturdays—except if the owner slept in, forgot, or didn’t feel like talking to anyone. Kade had only met Clem once or twice, and that man always had either a book in his hand or a fishing rod.

      The opposite side of the street was filled with houses of varying ages, including the one owned by his aunt and uncle. An accountant ran his office from one of them, and old Doc Maitland had his practice from the back of another. The Sullivans’ house was a glorious Victorian painted lady centered on a large lot that designated the western boundary of Honey Hill. Beyond that, the main road dwindled, first turning to dirt, then becoming a dead end.

      Honey Hill was peaceful and just the kind of place Kade needed to pull himself together.

      He needed to move past the incident. He thought he was making progress, but he was still hesitating at the shooting range. They said it would take time, and even though he got impatient with that, he knew the shrink was right.

      He had to be completely on his game before returning to the force, because he wasn’t going to put his partner at risk. It looked like he’d be doing a lot more painting on his uncle’s porch.

      On the upside, that would give him more opportunity to enjoy the sight of Reyna Tate.

      The owner of Cupcake Heaven had to be the most unlikely resident of Honey Hill.

      Maybe that was why she intrigued Kade.

      Maybe that was why he’d noticed her immediately.

      Even after two weeks in town, he couldn’t figure out what a woman like her was doing in Honey Hill. Everything about her said “city girl”—or maybe “urban tigress.” He had absolutely no doubt that she could defend herself, maybe with a gun but more likely with something like jujitsu or karate. A skill that required intellect and speed, as well as perceptiveness.

      He was aware that his assessment was mostly due to her tattoos. Every bit of her skin that he’d seen was covered with ink. He’d noticed them on the backs of her hands and on her legs beneath her stockings. Her stockings had seams up the back, as if they were stockings, and that tempted him to wonder about garter belts and other intriguing lingerie beneath her skirts.

      That took his mind straight to the gutter.

      It ensured that he thought about her at night, while he was working on the porch, and pretty much every other time of the day. His interest ensured that he walked on the same side of the street as her shop, and that he was hoping for a chance to talk to her one day. What was her voice like? Kade wanted to know.

      Her tattoos were obviously part of her personal style and statement, because she had lots of them. Kade glimpsed them on all of her exposed skin. He didn’t particularly like tattoos. He associated them with gangs and trouble, but knew that was a cop’s perspective. Reyna might be trouble of a different kind, a more personal flavor than criminals, and maybe that was why her tattoos intrigued him. Why did she have so many? What did they mean? Did they have to mean anything?

      She dressed with a retro verve that caught the eye, too. Her nails and lipstick always matched perfectly, but Kade was more interested in the shapely curve of her legs. He wasn’t the only man in Honey Hill who turned to look when Reyna walked by.

      He wondered if he was the only one who wanted to see her naked.

      Immediately.

      She was never disheveled. Her nails were never chipped. Her lipstick always looked as if it had just been applied. That made Kade wonder if her carefully managed look was a disguise. A mask.

      Or defensive armor.

      Against what? He shouldn’t have wanted to know as much as he did.

      Kade didn’t have to ask about Reyna, because it seemed everyone in Honey Hill was prepared to talk about her. His aunt Louise had plenty to say about Reyna. Kade just had to listen, which he’d done, without looking like he was doing it. He’d learned plenty.

      Reyna had come from a city, although which one was a matter of debate. Maybe New York, maybe Boston, maybe even Montreal. It depended who was telling the story. They were consistent in saying that she’d showed up two springs before and blown into town like a whirlwind. She’d bought the old Young place, which had been for sale for five years, ever since Helen Young finally died at a hundred and two years of age.

      The Victorian house had been a wreck and a shame it had been, too. Aunt Louise said that was because Helen had been too frugal to pay for a damn thing and after her children moved away, decades before, she’d run out of people to ask for favors. No one liked to do a job without at least a word of thanks. With Helen, it had apparently been even money that there’d be criticism. By the time she’d died, there’d been animals living in the attic and cellar, broken windows, filth like nobody’s business. No one had wanted to take that on, not until Reyna Tate had come to town. Reyna had walked through the house once, the story went, made an offer, and paid cash.

      She’d paid cash for the renovations, too, according to Aunt Louise, who seemed to have a complete inventory of what had been done even though she insisted she’d never seen inside. Reyna had updated the mechanicals, repaired the roof, waterproofed the cellar and installed a commercial kitchen. There was a lot of speculation as to where she’d gotten that much cash, more cash than anyone in Honey Hill could have pulled together at any point in their lives, and her still so young. The other townspeople tsked at this, their eyes filled with speculation.

      Reyna had worked hard, though. There was a grudging respect for the scrubbing and painting she’d done over those years, and an open admiration of how the house had been restored to splendor. Opinions were divided on her cupcake business. Aunt Louise was among those who thought fancy sweets were a foolish indulgence, while others found the confections so irresistible that they couldn’t imagine life in Honey Hill without them.

      She was also said to be vehemently single. Not one man’s name had ever been linked with hers, or even that of a woman. This also prompted speculation since she was young and pretty.

      Reyna Tate was a puzzle and a half, that was for sure, and Kade told himself it was only natural for him to be so curious. Little did Kade realize that on this day, some of his questions about Reyna Tate were going to be answered—but that would only make him more intrigued.
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      Reyna heard the wooden storm door slam on the Sullivans’ porch and knew this was her chance. She brushed off her favorite turquoise dress with the cherries on the skirt hem, checked her lipstick, and went to the window to watch. Kade was just coming down the street and looked as delicious as ever.

      She watched as Kade strode down the opposite side of the street, all six-foot-four scrumptious perfection of him, obviously destined for the general store. She’d wait for him to come back, because he’d walk on her side of the street then. Wearing a plaid flannel shirt hadn’t made him look any more like a local than the short beard. Did he iron his jeans? He certainly polished his boots. He disappeared into the general store and she took a composing breath, knowing he wouldn’t be long.

      She almost licked her lips in anticipation but remembered her lipstick in time.

      On this particular sunny May day, there was only one car in front of the general store. The cardinals were singing. After a few moments, Reyna heard the door of the general store close and Kade’s deep voice as he called something to Joe, the owner. By the time she reached the door, Kade was making quick progress down the street. He was carrying a small can, maybe of paint or varnish.

      Reyna took a steadying breath. It had been a while and she wondered now if her charm might be a little rusty. She’d never been nervous around men, but there was something about Kade that rattled her. Maybe it was because they were so different.

      Maybe it was because it had been so long.

      He passed Penny’s shop, sparing a glance toward the window, then came into view. Reyna picked up a cupcake in a box and stepped out her own front door, timing it perfectly so that Kade was at the path that came to her door right when he looked up at her. The direction he should walk was completely obvious.

      Reyna never saw a lot of reason to be subtle.

      Kade stopped just as anticipated and surveyed her, eyed the cupcake box, then met her gaze again. “Good morning, Miss Tate,” he said, as formal as if they were at a Regency tea.

      “Good morning,” Reyna replied. “And it’s Reyna.”

      He smiled slowly enough to set her on fire. “Reyna, then. It’s a fine day.”

      “It certainly is. I have no complaints about the view.” Reyna surveyed him, not troubling to hide how much she liked what she saw.

      Was he discomfited? She couldn’t tell. Interested? She wasn’t sure. His expression remained as carefully composed as before. Attentive. Friendly.

      There was no heat in his eyes though.

      He couldn’t be gay. That would be cosmic injustice of the worst order. She knew he wasn’t married and she didn’t think he had a girlfriend.

      “How’s business?” he asked, sparing a glance down the deserted street.

      “Great.”

      Skepticism touched his expression. “Really?”

      “Really.” Reyna smiled and walked toward him. His gaze dropped to her heels, which meant he wasn’t dead or gay. In fact, he had a good look at her legs. She took encouragement where she found it. “That’s because I go into Portland twice a week. I have commercial accounts and also participate in a local market in the summer.”

      He nodded approval, his gaze lingering for the barest moment on her tattoos, at least those that were visible. “It would be tough to make a profit just in town here.”

      “I have a great product. All it takes is a taste for me to find a new customer.” Reyna spoke with confidence because it was true. She offered the box, opening it so he could see the perfection nestled inside. It was a red velvet cupcake, her best seller, with chocolate icing. It was garnished with a trio of fondant hearts, in different sizes and slightly different colors, and a stemmed maraschino cherry. “Try one and see.”

      His gaze dropped quickly to the confection then rose to meet hers again. He had the most wonderful brown eyes, with a bit of gold around the iris. “Thank you, but I don’t eat sweets.”

      “Don’t tell me that you’re sweet enough already,” Reyna countered with a playful smile. “Because if you were, you’d accept my cupcake.”

      His smile broadened enough to reveal a dimple below one corner and a little something sparked in his eyes. It was enough to make Reyna’s heart skip. “It’s very kind of you...”

      “No, it’s not. It’s business development.”

      “Is it?”

      “Donut shops give free coffee to cops. I’m raising the bar and widening the distribution.” Did his gaze flick to hers? What had she said that might alarm him? Reyna had no idea.

      “I don’t see any coffee.” Kade almost looked disappointed.

      Reyna wasn’t going to let opportunity slip away. “Would that sweeten the deal?”

      “I do drink coffee,” he admitted, as if this was a great fault.

      “If that’s the sum of your weaknesses, I can teach you some new ones.”

      He laughed then, a good hearty laugh that made Mrs. Foster across the street peer out from behind her curtains. “Starting with cupcakes?” he said in a teasing tone.

      “The world would be a better place with more cupcakes.”

      “A sweeter place?” he suggested and this time Reyna laughed.

      “Definitely.” She offered the box again. “Come inside, and I’ll make you a coffee to go with it.”

      He hesitated only for a moment, glancing once down toward his aunt and uncle’s house, then took the box. It looked small and colorful in his strong hands. Unlikely. She treated herself to a good long look at his hands, easily imagining them on her skin. “Thank you. My aunt’s coffee is a bit less robust than I’m used to,” he admitted, obviously reluctant to complain.

      “I make jet fuel.”

      His eyes lit. “Count me in.”

      Reyna gestured to the shop and climbed the steps to the door. She turned around at the door in time to find him looking at her legs again with undisguised appreciation.

      He seemed uncomfortable when their gazes met, as if she’d caught him doing something he shouldn’t have been doing.

      Such a nice guy.

      She was really going to enjoy being a bad girl with him.

      Reyna smiled and turned back to the shop door, making sure her skirt swirled as she did it. She heard him clear his throat and knew this seduction was going to work out just fine.
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      Talk about fantasies coming true. Kade couldn’t believe his luck.

      Was Reyna as curious about him as he was about her?

      He hoped so.

      Reyna was wearing a vivid turquoise dress with red trim on the short sleeves and around the collar, as well as a line of bright red cherries around the hem. It was belted tightly, showing off her narrow waist, and the skirt swung wide when she moved, showing a lot of white lace underneath. Once again, his thoughts turned to the prospect of exploring what she was wearing, as well as her tattoos.

      Because of the short sleeves, he could see that the ink on the backs of her hands continued to her elbows, and probably beyond. Her tattoos were flowers, in full bloom and full color, cascading over her skin in a way that seemed lush. He could see ink in her cleavage and wondered if the majority of her body was decorated. Her shoes were very high heels, shiny and red, as if they’d been dipped like candy apples.

      Kade followed Reyna into her shop. He told himself that he was just learning about the people in town, though he knew he was particularly interested in this resident. He knew he wasn’t gathering information for his aunt, although he had no doubt there would be questions.

      His aunt and uncle were great, but Kade was ready to have a little bit of privacy again.

      Maybe that was a sign of progress.

      Rather than ogling Reyna, Kade recalled all the work she was said to have done to the house. He made a point of turning in the shop to look at the plaster on the ceiling and the paint job. Everything was pink and white, and decorated beyond belief. He felt like he’d stepped into a cupcake.

      Reyna tied on a white apron with a frilled hem before starting to make the coffee and he couldn’t deny himself the chance to watch her pull the ties tight. She really did have an hourglass figure. Was she wearing a corset, too? Kade had a weakness for lingerie, and there was something about Reyna that made his fantasies multiply out of control.

      Maybe he’d just been alone too long.

      “You don’t have to make a fresh pot,” he protested, even though he was glad to linger for the extra time required to do so.

      “Of course, I do.” She smiled at him. Her eyes were a clear green, warm and filled with an invitation he didn’t dare accept right here and now. Her hair was a hundred shades of gold and he wondered if it got lighter in the summer. Her brows and lashes were fair, as well, so it was her natural color. “I drank the first pot myself. Besides, if you’ve been going without, only my best will do.” Her smile turned wicked, as if she wasn’t talking about coffee, and her gaze swept over him with open appreciation.

      While he didn’t have a problem with a woman being direct—he liked it, actually—this wasn’t the time or the place. He was pretty certain half a dozen people knew where he was and were keeping track of the time. He’d have a coffee this morning, and not one thing more.

      Reyna measured beans into a grinder and he could smell how oily and dark they were. Kade was already looking forward to a good strong cup of brew. It was funny that the one thing he missed from the city was the fancy coffee shops he hadn’t frequented often.

      Maybe their presence made everyone else lift their game. He couldn’t even remember muffler shops having coffee as bad as the stuff Fran poured at Wright’s Diner on the corner. He’d already learned the art of making it last so Fran didn’t fill up the cup again.

      While Reyna worked, he surveyed her shop. The floor was tiled in a black and white checkerboard, and polished to a gleam. There were two refrigerated display cases beside each other with a selection of cupcakes, the cases forming a counter. Behind that, Reyna made coffee. Above and behind her was a sign with the name of the shop, the type swirled like icing. Through a doorway in that far wall, he could see the gleaming stainless steel of a commercial kitchen. There were framed posters on the walls of various kinds of cupcakes, as well as a framed newspaper article with a picture of Reyna offering a cupcake with a smile.

      “That’s from the bridal show,” she said, obviously having followed his gaze. “It was in March and I had a booth. They did a piece on the show in the Portland paper and used the picture of me.”

      Kade moved closer to read the article. In the photo, Reyna was wearing black and pink, her lipstick in the same hue of bright pink, her dress in a similar retro style. “That must have been good publicity.”

      She nodded. “Excellent publicity. I already have three wedding orders for next month.”

      “Cupcakes at a wedding?”

      She smiled and left the coffee to brew, then pulled out a scrapbook. There were several small white metal tables with chairs by the window. They looked like vintage patio furniture with glass tops on the tables, and the chairs had floral cushions that matched the paint. She put the book on one table and opened it to show photographs of her work. Kade could smell her perfume and the scent of her skin, and was tempted to put his hand on the back of her waist. He didn’t, though. He just looked over her shoulder.

      “This one was a big hit,” she said. The wedding cake was tiered, with white icing on each layer, the kind of smooth icing that made it look like the cake had been dipped. There was a peacock standing on the top of the cake, probably also made of cake or at least sugar, its tail made of icing in blue and green and purple. The tail fanned down the side of the cake and out onto the display. It changed then to a collection of cupcakes, each one iced and decorated with what looked like an eye of a peacock tail feather. There was a lot of gold detail as well, but what intrigued Kade was that the tail looked like one piece when it was really so many cupcakes.

      “That must take a while to prepare.”

      She smiled. “I get faster, the more of them I do.” She left him with the book, returning behind the counter to get some cream out of the fridge. He flicked through a couple of pages, then turned his attention back to the room itself.

      Given that he was working on the paint on the porch down the street, he had a new appreciation for painted detail. The walls of Reyna’s shop were striped in multiple colors and the elaborate plaster molding by the ceiling was ornamented too. It was a really high ceiling, maybe twelve or thirteen feet. There was a plaster medallion in the middle of the ceiling, with a sparkling chandelier hung from it. The more he looked, the more he saw. The decor was excessive, but certainly set the mood.

      “How many colors of paint did you use in here?” he asked, genuinely curious.

      “Nine,” Reyna replied as if this was perfectly normal.

      “Nine?”

      She turned and pointed, indicating each color. “Three shades of pink, light, medium and dark. A mauve, a purple, an ivory, a metallic gold, a turquoise, which is only on the darts below the acanthus leaves in the plaster, and the tiniest bit of navy. See it there?”

      Kade looked again and nodded, awed. His uncle’s porch had five colors, which was plenty in his view. “Who would have the patience?”

      “Me.” Her lips set with a resolve that intrigued him. “It had to be right.”

      Kade was surprised, then wondered why. “So you did it yourself?”

      “When you want something done right, do it yourself.”

      “That sounds like a rule.”

      “It is.” She smiled. “I have a whole list of them, built one at a time from experience.”

      Kade wondered what kind of experiences she’d had but she turned away.

      “Painting’s not that hard,” she said. “Sand until you can’t stand it any more. Prime twice, then work up the colors, one at a time, lightest to darkest.” She nodded at the walls as the coffee maker hissed. The smell of the coffee made Kade’s stomach growl. “It’s kind of satisfying, actually.”

      He could see her pride in her accomplishment. “But time-consuming.”

      “Well, I didn’t have a lot of business at the beginning.” Her eyes sparkled with humor. “Time was something I had to spare.”

      Kade approached the counter and put the boxed cupcake down on it. Reyna glanced at the box, then at him. Her eyeliner tipped up at the outer corners of her eyes, making her look feminine and exotic. It made her quick glance seem more portentous. More sexy. To keep himself from thinking about lingerie again, he said the first thing that came to mind. “People say the house was a wreck when you bought it. It looks great now.”

      Again, she cast him that impish smile. “Are you asking around about me, Kade Sullivan?” She pivoted to face him, propped a hand on the back of her waist and looked so coquettish that Kade’s mouth went dry.

      “Not specifically.” He shrugged as if he wasn’t tempted to reach out and touch her. “People talk and I listen.”

      “Do you listen to everything they say?”

      “Sure, but I don’t believe everything they say.”

      Reyna took a step closer, lifting her chin and placing both hands on her hips. Her eyes were dancing and he knew she’d say something audacious. He couldn’t wait.

      “I’ll tell you something you can believe.” She arched a brow, then slid her tongue across those bright red lips. Kade watched its progress, mesmerized. Her voice dropped lower. “There is a desperate lack of attractive and eligible men in town.”

      Kade bit back a smile when she openly scanned him. He really was starting to like direct women—particularly this one. He wondered how much more blunt she might be. “I can believe that,” he said easily, then raised his brows. “Maybe you should have moved somewhere other than Honey Hill.”

      She shook her head. “I like it here, other than that.” Again, she met his gaze and her expression was an invitation.

      Kade rubbed his chin, trying to look thoughtful. “Well, maybe you’ll need to convince someone to visit you here.”

      She sighed. “And here I was hoping you’d help.” Her lashes fluttered. “Fill the void.”

      How much more of this could he stand? Kade was only human and Reyna wasn’t the only one who had endured a winter of solitude.

      He looked down at the cupcake box on the counter, trying to contain his response. “Do you have these printed locally?”

      She made a little growl in the back of her throat, then turned back to the coffee pot when he didn’t leap at the chance. Kade guessed that she wasn’t pleased with his response but treated himself to a good look at her legs.

      What would he give to see her in just those heels? The prospect did hard and thick things to him, making it impossible to think of anything else.

      Reyna started to pour the coffee into a mug, but Kade spoke up.

      “If you don’t mind, I’d rather take it back to the house.”

      The look she cast over her shoulder was chilly. “What if I do mind?”

      Kade smiled. “I’d still rather take it to go. Thank you.”

      “Lots of pressing jobs this morning?” she asked, plucking a cardboard cup from the pile and filling it with coffee. Her movements were crisp, a sign of her dissatisfaction. It was a large cup, which he appreciated. Did that mean she wasn’t one to hold a grudge? Kade hoped so.

      “I said I’d finish getting a bird’s nest out of the chimney.” He grimaced without meaning to do so. It had been a dirty job so far and wasn’t nearly done.

      She spared him an assessing glance. “Where do you work usually?”

      “Portland.” Kade continued before she could ask about that. “But sometimes a little bit of urban life goes a long way,” he said smoothly. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Reyna hesitated, then avoided his question. “Cream? Sugar?”

      “Just cream, thanks.”

      “And no cupcake, because you are sweet enough already,” she said, half under her breath. She stirred the coffee and put a lid on the cup, clearly expecting him to leave immediately. Then she came to him, those heels clicking on the floor. What kind of woman wore red high heels in a cupcake shop in rural Maine?

      The kind of woman Kade wanted to know a whole lot more about.

      “I was offering more than a coffee,” she said when she was standing right in front of him. “Even more than a cupcake. I’ll just say it out loud in case you missed it.”

      “I didn’t,” Kade admitted, amazed again that she was so forthright. He met her gaze steadily. “I’m flattered by the invitation, but I like my privacy.” He watched her gaze flick to the front window.

      Understanding dawned in her eyes, eliminating the annoyance. “You know that Mrs. Foster is watching.”

      “And Aunt Louise is already wondering what’s taken me so long.” Kade sipped his coffee, then closed his eyes in appreciation. “Now, this is a good cup of coffee. Thank you.”

      “Reyna,” she insisted.

      “Reyna,” he murmured, his gaze locking with hers. She looked back at him, confident in a way that he found very attractive. A man would never doubt where he stood with Reyna Tate. Nobody would. “Who sells your cupcakes in Portland?”

      She raised one hand and counted on her fingers as she named restaurants. He knew most of them. They were upmarket places, mostly in the Old Port. He nodded and sipped, knowing he’d never savored a coffee more.

      She eyed him. “If I wanted to find you in Portland, where would I look?”

      “I’d rather look for you.”

      “You might not notice me.”

      He wasn’t surprised that she was evasive. “There isn’t a man alive who wouldn’t notice you, Reyna.”

      She smiled. “Oh, there are a few.”

      “But they wouldn’t make your short list, would they?”

      Her smile broadened and the shop suddenly seemed very hot. She gestured to the box that he’d left on the counter. “I still can’t tempt you to taste one?”

      Kade decided to make his thoughts clear. “If you tempted me, it wouldn’t be over a cupcake.”

      “If?” she echoed, searching his gaze.

      “Maybe I should say when,” he replied, then slowly smiled. He let his interest in her show as he held her gaze and watched her catch her breath. A flush rose in her cheeks as she smiled and a sparkle dawned in her eyes. He took another sip of his coffee without averting his gaze.

      “What would the neighbors think?” she murmured.

      Kade was sure a woman’s lips had never been so enticing. They were so glossy and red, so perfectly curved. He could just lean forward and take a taste, but he knew better.

      “You said you like your privacy,” she said.

      “Very, very much.” He held her gaze, waiting to see what she’d suggest.

      Reyna smiled, her gaze knowing. She was smart. Kade was a goner and he hadn’t even touched her yet.

      “You know, I have a delivery to make on Friday in Portland.” She went back to the counter and checked something that looked like an invitation before pivoting to face him. “I met some women at the bridal show and they invited me to a private party Friday night.” She named a bar in the Old Port that Kade knew well. “Maybe I’ll stay in town after my delivery and have a little taste of city life.”

      “Look for eligible men where you’re more likely to find them,” Kade said with a nod. “That sounds like a sensible plan.”

      “It can’t just be any eligible man. I’m very particular, you see,” Reyna murmured, leaning closer so he could smell her perfume.

      “I would imagine so.” Kade’s voice was husky. He glanced down her cleavage, because she seemed to be inviting him to do so, and there was ink as far as he could see. It looked particularly exotic against the pale skin of her breasts, though he couldn’t make out the image.

      Friday night seemed like an eternity away.

      “I like tall men,” she confessed, then her gaze swept over him before returning to meet his. “Long and lean. Fit. Good butt. Broad shoulders. Dark hair. Brown eyes.”

      “That is very particular,” Kade said, knowing she was describing him.

      “And there’s more. I don’t want a man who’s just sexy,” Reyna said, shaking a red-tipped finger at him. “No, no, no. He has to be principled.”

      “Principled?”

      “No tan line from a wedding ring that’s just been removed, for example,” she said, indicating his left hand, which had never been graced with a ring. “Concerned with doing the right thing and treating a lady well. One who helps his aunt and uncle with house repairs. A decent, honorable man.” Her gaze rose to his.

      “Is that your usual type?”

      “No.” Her smile flashed. “I’ve always liked bad boys, but I think it’s time to mix it up.”

      “Maybe you don’t have to choose.”

      She tilted her head to study him, her eyes narrowing slightly. “Don’t I?”

      “What time are you meeting your friends?”

      “Nine o’clock.”

      “Room for one more?”

      Her voice dropped to a whisper and her eyes shone. “Definitely.”

      Their gazes clung for an electric moment and Kade knew Friday couldn’t come soon enough.

      He saluted her with his coffee and took a step back, guessing that if he lingered any longer, he might not leave.

      Ever.

      “I’d better get back to that chimney. Thanks again for the coffee.” He felt the weight of her gaze as he walked to the door and suspected that she was checking out his butt. He kept his expression neutral as he stepped back into the street, though, guessing that he was observed. He had the can of paint that his uncle had asked him to get in his other hand. Kade’s suspicions were confirmed when the curtain opposite flicked back into place.

      “Feel free to stop by if you want another,” Reyna called after him.

      “Thank you. This is the best coffee I’ve had since coming to town.” He nodded, then continued to his aunt and uncle’s house.

      He’d been inside six minutes, maybe seven. There was no lipstick anywhere on his person and he was carrying a fresh coffee. Even Mrs. Foster wouldn’t have any story to tell.

      His aunt would want a full description of the shop, which he could give her.

      He’d be counting the minutes until Friday night.
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      He’d been messing with her.

      Reyna didn’t know whether to be outraged or thrilled. She was good at reading people but Kade had been like a brick wall. She’d been sure that he wasn’t interested in her at all, and then, he’d let her see otherwise.

      Meeting his gaze had been like looking into a blazing fire. The way his eyes had glowed made her panties wet. The way he looked at her, appreciation oozing from every pore, was thrilling. That little dangerous smile that made her heart skip a beat.

      He wasn’t just interested. He was on fire.

      And so was she.

      He was going to eat her alive on Friday night. It would be awesome.

      This seduction called for preparations. Black lingerie. Her highest heels. She had to set the mood at the studio and iron fresh sheets.

      Reyna didn’t know how she’d get through the week.
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      Standing on the sidewalk in front of the bar on Friday night, Reyna wondered if she’d gone too far. It was a bit late for last minute doubts, as it was two minutes to nine, but she had them all the same.

      And jitters.

      What had she been thinking to invite Kade to a burlesque show? The women she’d met at the bridal show had been fun and she’d expressed interest that they danced burlesque as a hobby. They also taught classes, which was why they’d been at the show. Apparently, there was a market in brides wanting to learn some new moves. They’d arrived in costume and had also been selling feather fans, boas, pasties and books.

      Reyna had wanted to come to the show, so it had been the first event in Portland to jump into her thoughts. But standing outside, watching people arrive, she had to reconsider whether it was smart to bring a hungry man to a buffet.

      How conservative was Kade?

      Would he even go in?

      The sign outside the bar left no doubts as to the nature of the evening’s event.

      She hadn’t talked to Kade again, although she’d glimpsed him across the street a couple of times. She checked her watch one more time, felt a moment’s panic that he might have changed his mind.

      And then she heard the motorcycle engine.

      Reyna loved the sound of motorcycles. This bike had a good low roar, but it wasn’t as loud as a Harley. She guessed that it was a European bike. A Ducati or maybe a BMW. The sound was precise and rhythmic. She realized the bike was closer than she’d thought, then the rider came around the corner. He rode with verve and confidence, which was the only way to ride a bike in Reyna’s opinion.

      She wasn’t the only one watching him.

      He pulled to a halt at the curb across the street and looked at the bar. He wore a black jacket with jeans and boots, and his helmet was black, too. He revved the engine a little, the sound making Reyna’s heart flutter, then got off the bike. He tipped up his visor and took off his gloves, walking around the bike to ensure there was enough space around it before he turned off the engine. Reyna took a step to one side for a better look, because what she’d seen so far was very promising.

      Her butterfly was buzzing again.

      The rider took off his helmet with his back to her, shaking his head as if his hair was long. It wasn’t, but maybe his dark hair once had been long. With one last glance at the bike and a quick survey of the street, he pivoted and strode toward the bar with purpose, the helmet tucked under his arm.

      It was Kade.

      Reyna felt her mouth open in a little gasp of pleasure. He crossed the street as if he owned it, his gaze roving over her, and his smile revealing his appreciation. This was what he’d meant about having both a bad boy and a good one. Reyna gobbled up the sight of him. Her heart was racing now, her mouth dry, not a shred of doubt in her mind as to what would happen next.

      It couldn’t happen fast enough to her thinking.

      “Imagine meeting you here,” Kade said when he reached her side, his voice low but with an undercurrent of humor. “Have you found what you were looking for?” He bent down and kissed her cheek, as if they were old friends. Or lovers. His eyes gleamed, looking more like molten gold than they had before. She had the sense that he was a different man, the one she’d only glimpsed in her shop.

      One who maybe wasn’t nice guy all the way through.

      That worked for Reyna. “Definitely,” she replied, openly surveying him. “But not exactly where I expected to find it.”

      Kade’s smile was quick, his gaze hungry.

      Reyna gestured to the door of the bar and knew the moment he saw the sign for the show. “Want to go in?”

      He eyed the sign. “So, we’re here to see Autumn Rose and the Fallen Blossoms?”

      “Yes.”

      “Unusual choice.”

      “I don’t like to be predictable.”

      He surveyed her again. “I think you’ve got that covered,” he murmured, eyes glinting. His approval of that made Reyna tingle in anticipation. “Is that another rule?”

      She smiled. “No. Just an aspiration.”

      His answering smile was quick and sent a thrill through her.

      She gestured to the sign. “I met them at the bridal show. They teach classes and dance burlesque as a hobby. I thought it sounded like fun.”

      “Have you ever tried it?”

      “No.” Reyna laughed. “Have you?”

      “No.” He opened the door for her and they stepped inside. Reyna presented her invitation and Kade paid the discounted price.

      “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Call me old-fashioned.”

      Or a nice guy.

      The lights were dim in the bar and dozens of little tables had been set up across the floor. Each one had a votive candle in a glass vase, the flickering light making the space seem intimate. There was a purple velvet curtain hung along one wall, creating a stage area where there hadn’t been one. There were maybe twenty other people already gathered for the show. Reyna chose a table and Kade put his helmet on it, then they hung their jackets on the backs of their chairs. She’d dressed with particular care for the evening and was gratified that he noticed.

      And clearly approved.

      They each ordered a draft beer from a local brewery, although Reyna doubted she’d drink all of hers.

      “I read that article from the local paper,” Kade said. “I had no idea cupcakes were such big business.”

      “They’re trendy now, but the trend keeps hanging on.” She crossed her fingers, then her legs. He looked. “I hope it keeps doing so.”

      “What did you do before you made cupcakes?”

      “Waited tables.” Reyna was careful not to say where, her habit impossible to break. She hoped he just assumed it had always been in Portland. “That’s how I first heard about Honey Hill.”

      Kade frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “Lexi Wolfe. Her brother Spencer is part owner of Wolfe Lodge.”

      He nodded in understanding. “Dark hair. She’s a waitress at the lodge.”

      “That’s Lexi.”

      “The lodge is owned by two guys, right?”

      “Spencer and Gabriel. Gabriel is the manager and Spencer is the chef.”

      “I was just at the lodge once. The food was good.” Kade met Reyna’s gaze again. He had an intensity that made her shiver. In a good way. “Why did Honey Hill appeal?”

      “I was ready for a change of scenery,” Reyna said. She felt her anxiety rising, because she really didn’t like talking about herself. She didn’t want to reveal too much, which meant she’d rather say nothing at all.

      Kade’s gaze was unswerving. “Any reason why?”

      She shrugged and looked away. He was too curious and she felt deceptive not answering simple questions. “Tired of the city. That’s all.” It was time to distract him and Reyna knew exactly how to do it. She put her hand on Kade’s thigh, felt its muscled strength, then felt him clench when she gave it a squeeze. “I get bored with places, just like I am now,” she said impulsively and stood up. “You coming?”

      Kade blinked. “You don’t want to stay for the show?”

      “Maybe we can have a private one.”

      He pushed a hand through his hair, glanced at the two beers they’d barely sipped, to the makeshift stage and back to her. “You want to go back to Honey Hill now?”

      Reyna shook her head. “Oh no. I have a little place here in town.”

      “Really?”

      “I didn’t think it would be safe to be driving all the way back up there at night or if the weather was bad, so I bought a little hideaway.”

      “There is a lot of money in cupcakes,” he said under his breath.

      Reyna didn’t reply to that. “It’s not fancy, but the garage is big enough for my delivery truck so I can lock everything down.”

      Kade lifted a dark brow. “Room in there for a bike?”

      “Definitely.” Reyna smiled and stood up, more than ready to get this seduction started. She dropped a twenty on the table to pay for the drinks, and the waiter hustled over to give her change.

      She walked toward the door, knowing that more than one patron watched their departure. She felt Kade behind her, then his hand landed on the back of her waist. “How did you save enough working as a waitress to buy and renovate that house as well as buy a place here?” he murmured.

      “Sweat equity,” Reyna said flatly, then grabbed his hand to lead him outside. She didn’t want to talk about the past. She wanted to talk about the immediate future, the next two hours with Kade in her bed, and nothing else.

      “My truck is just there,” she said, pointing to it. Her store logo was painted on the side in swirling pink.

      “I would never have guessed,” Kade said deadpan.

      She laughed and gave his hand a squeeze. “Just follow me.”

      “You expect me to follow you anywhere,” he teased when she would have stepped away.

      “Let me convince you that I’ll make it worth your while,” Reyna murmured. She wasn’t going to ignore an opening like that. She stepped closer so that her breasts collided with Kade’s chest, reaching up to slide one hand around the back of his neck, then pulled his head down for a thorough kiss. Someone hooted from a passing car, but Reyna didn’t care.

      Kade tasted so good, and this was just the start of what promised to be an excellent night.
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      Women couldn’t possibly be any more direct than Reyna.

      Or more elusive.

      There was no missing her on the street, not in that black and red dress. She was wearing the killer candy red heels and black stockings, too. Kade had to guess that she’d been stopping traffic before he arrived.

      Her kiss set his blood on fire, the way her tongue slid between his teeth making him want to scoop her up and put her on the back of his bike, then drive someplace he could make love to her all night long. She was sweet and enthusiastic, more responsive than he’d expected, and the combination was enough to make him forget that they were standing on a city street in public view. He caught her around the waist and pulled her closer, deepening their kiss, savoring her little purr of satisfaction.

      “Get a room,” someone said, bringing Kade back to earth.

      Reyna pulled away with a laugh. Her eyes were sparkling and her lipstick was smeared. “Sounds like a plan to me.”

      “I hope it’s not far.” Kade let her see how much he meant it.

      She planted a fingertip in the middle of his chest. “There’s a wish that I can fulfill.” She pivoted, her skirt swinging out to give him a great view of her legs, then walked toward her truck. Kade watched openly, not caring who saw that they were together. When she got into the truck, he pulled on his helmet and got on his bike, pulling away from the curb to follow her.

      It wasn’t far, but it was an industrial neighborhood. The building looked like it was just a large garage, but once Reyna opened the overhead door and he followed her inside, he saw that the far end of it was blocked off. They parked the vehicles and locked the door, then she tugged him toward the studio apartment. It was small and simple but the bed was broad enough for two and that was all Kade cared about.

      He tumbled onto it, taking Reyna with him and rolled so she was beneath him. He caught the back of her head in his hand and kissed her thoroughly. There was acres of lace and tulle under her skirt, a crinoline that made the skirt swing out. He slid one hand up her thigh and groaned when he felt the top of her stocking beneath his fingertips.

      “Something wrong?” she whispered.

      “Something very right,” he replied, slipping his finger beneath one garter and following it up over her thigh to the lace of her panties. “I love lingerie,” he confessed and she smiled.

      “So do I.”

      “Get ready to be rewarded for that,” he whispered, then kissed her again. His hands were busy beneath her, finding the zipper in her dress but she wriggled away. She broke their kiss to pull back a bit.

      “Wait a minute. We missed the show,” she said, her voice breathless.

      “I don’t care,” Kade said, because it was true.

      “But I can improvise.” Reyna smiled and got to her feet. She’d lost one shoe in their tumble to the bed, bent over to put it on again, then turned her back to him. “We need music.”

      “I don’t.”

      She laughed and urged him to sit on the side of the bed. This time when she kissed him, she unfastened his jacket and pushed it over his shoulders, spinning away to hang it on the back of a chair. He watched her skirt flare out and almost saw the tops of her stockings. They were black fishnets and the seams that ran up the back looked retro and sexy. He could see that she had tattoos on her legs, but couldn’t make out what they were.

      “You like that,” she said, obviously noticing his reaction.

      “Great view.”

      She smiled and spun again as she discarded her own jacket, moving more quickly so the skirt flared higher. Kade caught his breath and she laughed with pleasure.

      If his appreciation made her feel sexy, Kade wasn’t going to hide it. He leaned back on the bed, not wanting to even blink in case he missed a thing.

      “They say men like the look and women like the feel,” she said as she reached for the zipper on the back of her dress.

      “I like both.”

      “Me, too.” Her smile was quick and confidential, as if they shared a secret or were unexpected allies. She unfastened the clasp at the top of the zipper on her dress. “Ba dum ba dum ba,” she sang, swinging her hips in a provocative way.

      “Show time,” Kade said with a smile.

      She nodded and turned her back to him. Still singing, she tugged down the zipper of her dress, mocking a stripper’s moves as she eased the dress over one shoulder. She peeked at him, blew him a kiss, then put the dress back.

      She had a butterfly tattoo across her shoulders, the insect centered on her spine, its wings almost covering the span of her back. It was detailed and colored beyond that of any real butterfly. Kade wanted to examine it more closely, intrigued by his sense that there was a solution to a riddle hidden in its design.

      Then Reyna repeated her move with the other shoulder, spinning to flick her skirts at him, and he forgot the tattoo. She slowly pulled the zipper all the way down below her waist.

      Kade could see black lace and didn’t much care whether the garment was a merry widow, a camisole or a corset. He’d never been much for strippers or even burlesque, but Reyna’s tease was intensely personal. It felt private and special, especially as he was in her studio. It was a bit warm and the scent of her perfume was stronger.

      As was the scent of her arousal.

      If this had only worked for her, he would have been happy to play along. As it was, he was finding her dance incredibly sexy.

      He knew she’d draw it out as long as possible, and that only increased his excitement. Did she like to be in charge in all ways? Kade imagined her riding him and couldn’t wait to find out.

      Reyna swung her hips and continued humming. He looked at the ink on her arms, thinking that the tattoos spilling from shoulder to wrist looked like a kind of lace. They were gorgeously feminine images of flowers and swirls, all adorned with color.

      Then she flicked off the dress and cast it across the room. It fell with a rustle, but Kade’s gaze was fixed on Reyna. She was curvy, just as he’d guessed, her breasts were so sweetly curved that he was tempted to reach out and caress her. Reyna’s smile was mischievous, as if she knew what he was thinking, and she took a step away.

      Kade stayed put.

      The lady was making the rules and he would follow them.

      She rolled her hips and turned, smiling at him over first one shoulder and then the other, then placed her hands on her sides beside her bust. She arched her back, threw back her head and slid her hands down, pushing the layered lace crinoline down over her hips.

      “Ba dum ba,” she sang, with a flick of her hips. Kade was checking out her lace panties. Black, of course. He swallowed and clenched his hands at his sides. Reyna dropped the crinoline from the height of her knees, then gracefully stepped over it to approach him.

      His heart skipped. It was a black merry widow that she wore, black lace over black satin, with garters stretching down to the tops of her stockings. It was embellished with little red ribbon rosebuds, one on each garter and one between the breast cups. That made him appreciate the red of her lipstick and nails, and the red of her shoes.

      What would it be like to see her when everything wasn’t perfect? When she was disheveled? Before she put on her make-up? It would be intensely personal. Private.

      Unlikely to happen soon.

      Kade’s gaze returned to her lingerie and his heart skipped. The sight of her waist nipped in tightly, the black garters against her thighs, the dark stockings and the red sky-high heels made him wonder how he would last more than four seconds.

      “You really like lingerie,” she whispered, obviously watching his reaction.

      “Oh, yeah. It makes the most of what I love about women.”

      “Which is?”

      “Curves. Soft skin.”

      She posed for him. “I can leave it on if you like.”

      “I like,” Kade said, not wanting to give her a second to change her mind. “I really like.”

      Did she paint her toenails, too? Kade liked how she seemed to amplify her femininity, but he didn’t doubt that she’d be just as alluring completely nude.

      In the morning, maybe, he’d be able to wake up first and admire her.

      He smiled in anticipation of that.

      Reyna paused in front of him, blew him a kiss, then spun so that her back was toward him. She swung her hips, then bent over, seizing his boot. She had the most perfect butt Kade had seen in a long time and when she danced right in front of him, his hands rose to grip her hips.

      “No touching,” she said, rapping on his hand with a fingertip. “Not yet anyway.”

      Her smile was mischievous and Kade played along. She made a production of removing his boots, teasing him with her dance and her moves, so that he thought he’d burst out of his jeans. She urged him to his feet and strutted around him, running a fingertip across his chest, then over his shoulders, her hips swaying.

      “Ba dum ba dum ba,” she sang and he smiled as he waited.

      “You like being in charge,” he ventured.

      “It’s true,” she admitted. “Because I know what I want.”

      “I know what I want, too.”

      “But you’re letting me make the rules.”

      “Because you like it that way.” It was only when she nodded agreement and glanced away that Kade wondered why Reyna felt such need to be in control. Had something happened in her past to make her feel vulnerable?

      He didn’t have a chance to pursue that idea because she stopped in front of him and planted her hands on his chest. Her eyes sparkled. “Ba dum ba dum ba,” she breathed, her hands sliding down his chest to stop at the top of his jeans. She unfastened them quickly, slipping her hands inside and caressing him before Kade could blink.

      He caught his breath and closed his eyes at her sure touch.

      “I’m not the only one having fun,” she whispered.

      “Not nearly,” he managed to reply. Then she pushed his jeans down, taking his briefs with them, bent and took him into her mouth. Kade looked down to see those ruby red lips locked around his cock and shook with the effort of holding back. She had his balls in one hand, the root of his cock in the other, and she worked him with an expertise that made him dizzy. He reached for her shoulders, remembered her admonition, and lifted them away.

      She wanted control. Kade locked his hands together behind his own back, aware that he was shaking with desire. Reyna had to know it, too. He tipped his head back and closed his eyes, tormented by the pleasure she gave and yet willing to do anything to keep her from stopping. He felt his heart skip. He heard his breath rasp. There was a fire inside him that was building to a crescendo and he feared he wouldn’t be able to hold back in the same instant that he knew she was counting on his self-control. He stole a glance down at her and saw that one tendril of hair had come loose and hung against the back of her neck.

      Just a little detail that wasn’t perfectly composed.

      But it was enough to make him groan.

      Reyna released him, running her tongue along the underside of his erection before she looked up at him. “You like this,” she whispered.

      “I like you,” he admitted, not making any effort to hide his admiration. He let his hands move to her hips, setting his fingertips above her lace panties on each side. She didn’t step away. She’d put the panties over the garters, which gave him the hint that she wanted to wear the rest of the lingerie while they did it. Was it her armor? He eased his fingertips beneath the lace panties and the heat flared in her eyes. He could smell her and he wanted to touch her.

      “Ba dum ba dum ba,” he whispered, mimicking her song and eased the panties down over her hips. When they were at her knees, he bent to kiss her, sliding one hand around the back of her waist and the other between her thighs.

      She was slick and wet, her kiss filled with need. She gasped when he caressed her and he felt her nails dig into his shoulders. He tugged her closer, deepening his kiss as his fingers moved against her, and swallowed her gasp of pleasure.

      She broke their kiss, her cheeks flushed and her breath coming quickly. “Now,” she whispered then pushed him with a fingertip. Kade fell back on the bed, keeping his hands around her waist so she tumbled on top of him. She eased the condom over the length of him, caressing him as if he wasn’t already huge and ready. When she moved to straddle him, Kade inhaled sharply. She smiled as she took him inside, then she caught her breath at the size of him. Kade lifted his hands to her waist, feeling the lace and satin beneath his fingers, her heels against his thighs, and she smiled, well aware of her sexual power.

      “Ba dum ba dum ba,” she whispered, her eyes shining, then rolled her hips, pulling him even deeper inside her. He felt her tremble just a little, then he moved, gripping her hips and burying himself in her heat. She gasped, her lips parting as her gaze locked with his. He moved so that his length rubbed against her, liking how her eyes sparkled.

      “Ladies first,” he murmured, sliding one finger between them. Reyna shook, her lips working incoherently when he touched her clitoris, but he didn’t give her a chance to argue. He caressed her, just as surely as she’d caressed him, and soon she was writhing on top of him, her music forgotten.

      She rode him harder, moving faster with her need, her fingers clenching his shoulders. Another tendril of hair fell against her neck and a flush rose from her breasts, flooding beneath the ink of her tattoos in a way that mesmerized Kade. The fever was rising between them with such intensity that he thought again that he might not be able to outlast her. He pinched her clitoris quickly and Reyna cried out as she came.

      It was the most thrilling sound Kade had heard in a long time.

      Her orgasm went on and on, making her tremble and moan as she clenched around him. Kade couldn’t last beyond her first gasp and he gripped her hips, driving deeper and surrendering to his own release with a roar of satisfaction. Reyna fell against his chest, her breath coming quickly and he slid a hand up her back to cup her nape, almost overwhelmed with pleasure. He took a deep breath of her scent and let his fingers get lost in the soft silk of her hair, liking how her heart beat so quickly against his chest.

      “Dum ba dum dum,” she whispered unevenly and Kade smiled.
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      Reyna felt like a goddess.

      A very satisfied goddess.

      How could she feel any other way, with Kade watching her so intently? Never mind that she’d felt like he was going to explode before she was done with him? That he’d held back for her was intoxicating. His eyes had become so dark that his intensity was palpable—and it made Reyna feel powerful to have this man in thrall. Even if it was only for a few moments that he was going to surrender to her, the sensation was amazing.

      The orgasm had been even better.

      How had she survived without sex this long?

      On the other hand, Kade had been worth the wait.

      She dozed for a couple of seconds, which was against every single one of her rules, but she was so deliciously exhausted that she wasn’t able to do anything else.

      Her eyes flew open when she felt the mattress shift as Kade moved. She might have sat up or gotten out of the bed, but he stopped her with a fingertip.

      “My turn,” he whispered, his voice low with intent.

      Reyna had an instant of panic but then his hand swept over her, his palm warm on her thighs. She peeked through her lashes as he surveyed her and was reassured to see his smile of appreciation. He bent and his breath fanned the inside of her thighs. She had time enough to hope, then felt his teeth as he unfastened one garter. He did it very slowly, not because he was clumsy with it but because he was making her wait. Reyna could tell by the glint in his eyes.

      She was thrilled. Excitement and anticipation rose within her again.

      He repeated his move on the garter at the front of her other thigh. His fingers were spread wide as he caressed her, the weight of one hand sliding toward her ankle and the other rising to her breast. He cupped her breast, pausing to roll the nipple between his finger and thumb, and Reyna closed her eyes in pleasure.

      “You like that,” he murmured, as if he’d just discovered something fascinating.

      Reyna made a purring sound when he pinched a little harder and arched her back. Kade chuckled and abandoned the garters, easing over her so that she was pinned beneath him. Both of his hands were on her breasts then, teasing her nipples to taut peaks. He bent and unfastened the shoulder strap of the merry widow with his tongue and his teeth, then did the same to the other. He spared her a glance so filled with sensual intent that she shivered, then pushed the lace cups down, baring her breasts. He kissed one nipple, suckling it gently and drawing it against his teeth, making Reyna’s blood turn molten. She surrendered to his touch, closing her eyes and letting him pleasure her.

      It felt divine.

      He took his time, which felt exquisite and sinful, drawing out every caress so it stretched to infinity. Reyna felt both excited and relaxed, floating on a sea of pleasure. Her lips parted when Kade unfastened the front of her merry widow, and her breath caught when the weight of his hands slid over her skin. She could feel his appreciation and when she stole a glimpse of him, her heart clenched that he looked so transfixed by her.

      It wasn’t just her tattoos.

      He trailed kisses from her breasts down her belly, spreading the lace wide to reveal her. Reyna had the sense of being opened up, revealed, but she didn’t feel exposed. He took a deep breath of her scent, gripped her hips, then bent to run his tongue over her. Reyna jumped with the sensation and even though she hadn’t thought she could respond again so quickly, she felt her desire rise again.

      She stretched her hands over her head and gripped the headboard, luxuriating in the pleasure he was determined to give. She liked the feeling of being stretched so she parted her legs, opening to him and pointing her toes inside her shoes. Kade was quick to accept her invitation, his touch becoming more demanding. She arched her back, feeling the heat rise within her, and he teased her as expertly as if they’d made love a hundred times. He took her to the brink, then retreated, beginning gently again, each foray doubling her need, again and again and again. She writhed and then she thrashed. She moaned and then she gripped his shoulders and whispered an incoherent plea.

      His teeth touched her then, a quick graze that combined with the flick of his tongue to send her over the summit. Reyna cried out and dug her nails into his flesh, gasping with the power of her release. She was relieved that she hadn’t begged, but disconcerted that he had such power over her already.

      She had to shift the balance.

      She had to be in control.

      She heard Kade’s chuckle of satisfaction and noted that he was hard and ready again. She would have risen to her knees to pleasure him, but Kade rolled her over and unfastened the other two garters. “Naked,” he said with resolve. “I want to feel your skin against mine without any barriers.”

      Reyna heard the need in his voice and knew that she wasn’t powerless in this exchange. She let him do what he wanted, as she caught her breath to take charge again. Kade removed her lingerie and pushed down her stockings, sweeping them aside with his strong hands. His touch was gentle but determined, his caresses enough to set her on fire all over again. She heard her shoes drop to the floor but didn’t care.

      Because Kade’s hands were in her hair, his fingers sliding through its mass as he pulled out the pins. His grip was possessive and passionate, and it made her heart race. He wanted her. All of her. But she could decide how much to give and when. Reyna felt her hair fall over her shoulders and heard him catch his breath in admiration, his grip warm and sure upon her nape. She turned and he smiled.

      “Just you,” he murmured with satisfaction, then pulled her close for a deep and satisfying kiss. He was sitting beside her on the bed, that hand in her hair, and she spun easily into his embrace. Reyna moved into his lap as he kissed her and wrapped her legs around his waist. She took him inside her with a speed that made him jump and break his kiss.

      Reyna was in charge. She was the queen, the goddess, the temptress, and she would have what she wanted of him first. She gripped the back of Kade’s neck and drew him completely inside her, holding his gaze steadily. She was a little higher than him, and moved to kneel as she straddled him, taking command of their motion as well. She moved, rolling her hips as she drew him even deeper inside.

      “Ba dum ba dum dum,” she murmured, then claimed him with a kiss.
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      Kade dozed, satisfied and amazed at the power of Reyna’s lovemaking. He’d never known a woman who was so sure of what she wanted, never mind one who liked to call the shots so much. But then, he already thought that Reyna was one of a kind, with her flamboyant wardrobe, her direct manner and her fearless attitude.

      He could get used to being with a woman like this.

      Very, very easily.

      He wondered how many years it would take to unravel all her secrets and mysteries, never mind learn her rules, and knew he was ready for the challenge.

      He was aware of all of these thoughts and impressions as he dozed. He’d cleaned up in the small bathroom, going first at her insistence, and he’d returned to the bed, assuming Reyna would join him. If they hadn’t done it twice in rapid succession, he’d have hoped for another time in the shower. As it was, he knew he needed a few minutes. After a short nap, he’d be able to give Reyna pleasure one more time. Maybe twice. He knew the sight of her—as she surrendered, as she seduced, as she came—was going to claim prime real estate in his memory.

      He was already trying to think of a suggestion for the next night.

      And the next ten thousand nights after that.

      Then Reyna poked him abruptly in the shoulder, jarring him awake. “You have to leave now.”

      Kade opened his eyes drowsily and glanced at his watch. It was the only thing he still had on. It was just after midnight. “No, actually, I don’t,” he replied and reached for her hand.

      Reyna shook her head and evaded his touch, taking a step back. She was wearing a bright pink kimono made of some silky fabric and embroidered with flowers. The tie belt was knotted around her waist and she was wearing pink satin mules with feather poufs on the toes. Her expression was cool and he noticed that she’d repaired her lipstick and her hair was twisted up again.

      Again, he had the sense that she was armored for battle.

      Or in disguise.

      He felt warned and sat up, wide awake.

      “No, you have to go,” she repeated, her tone resolute. “Wake up.”

      “I am awake now.” He pushed a hand through his hair. “You don’t look like you’re going anywhere.”

      “I’m not. Not until the morning. I have an appointment, then I’ll drive back to Honey Hill. You have to leave now, though.”

      “I thought we were just getting started.”

      “Wrong. We’re done.”

      Was this the same woman he’d just made love to? She seemed brittle and forceful, not at all playful and sensuous. Her arms were folded across her chest.

      Was this a role? Kade decided to find out.

      “It’s a long ride back to Honey Hill,” he said, not moving. “Can’t I stay here?”

      Reyna shook her head. “No. You have to go.”

      “But it’s after midnight.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Was it something I did? Something I didn’t do?”

      “No. It has nothing to do with you.”

      Unless Kade missed his guess, he was going to learn about another rule. “Excuse me?”

      She met his gaze steadily and he saw that her mind would not be changed. “I sleep alone. Always. Non-negotiable. I’m sleepy, therefore, you have to go.” She turned and went to the small kitchenette as if he’d been dismissed.

      “And what experience taught you that rule?”

      She didn’t answer, which he thought was telling.

      Kade got up, tugging on his briefs and jeans before he followed her. He could have been annoyed that she was throwing him out on a whim, but he had the definite sense that this was important. Reyna wasn’t doing anything, just standing with her back to him. She was aware of his presence, because she straightened as he approached. He gently caught her upper arms in his hands and bent to touch his lips to the back of her neck. He felt her shiver. “I’m sorry if you weren’t pleased.”

      “I was.” She flicked a glance his way and he caught a glimpse of the woman he’d seduced earlier. “Were you?”

      “Absolutely.” Kade smiled, but she’d already turned back to stare at the counter. He slid his hands up and down her arms, wondering if it was even possible to save this night. She could have been carved of wood, so he lifted his hands away. “What are you doing after your appointment in the morning? We could meet for lunch.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Dinner?”

      She shook her head. “Not even for sex,” she said, cutting right to the chase.

      “Why not? You said you were pleased.”

      “It was never supposed to be more than once.”

      “Is that another rule?”

      She nodded, but didn’t look happy about it.

      “So, twice is already too much?”

      “More than expected.” She squared her shoulders and her gaze turned chilly. Kade knew she was trying to put a wall between them and it wasn’t as easy as she wanted it to be. “More than enough,” she insisted, but he didn’t believe her.

      “Is it?” Kade murmured, not quite so ready to dismiss what he thought had been amazing. Her gaze flicked as if she knew she didn’t sound convinced. He slid one fingertip along her jaw, and she shivered before swaying toward him, her eyes closing. He pulled her into his embrace and kissed her one more time. Reyna responded immediately, opening her mouth to him with a hunger that shook him to his core. It was a hot and sweet kiss, a kiss that might have made them spontaneously combust, and it took everything within Kade to step away from her. It felt honest, a true barometer of her feelings, as her words didn’t.

      What had happened to her? Kade wanted to know more than he’d wanted to know anything in a long time.

      Reyna was breathing quickly, her breast rising and falling beneath the silk, her cheeks stained with a flush. Kade could smell her arousal and it tempted him to take more than she was offering.

      To convince her to change her mind.

      But there was something here, a tripwire of some kind, an incident in her past that was compelling her to step away. He had to convince her to update her rule, but not break it.

      “That doesn’t seem like either of us has had enough,” he said, guessing how she’d respond.

      He was right. The wariness dawned in her eyes and she took a step back, keeping him away.

      “Looks can be deceiving,” she said, her voice a little breathless.

      “Actions can speak louder than words,” he replied, unable to keep himself from running a fingertip across her lush lips. “But you don’t need to be afraid of me. I understand the word no.”

      Kade was the one who pivoted then, and dressed with his back turned to her. He felt her watching him, but knew she wouldn’t speak or change her mind. Not now, anyway.

      Maybe later.

      Maybe in time.

      Maybe it was just a case of winning her trust, so that she wasn’t afraid to fall asleep in his presence.

      There was a guy behind this, a guy who had done something. Kade felt an unfamiliar tide of anger rise within him, along with a resolve to even the score if he ever found out who it had been and what he had done.

      But he knew Reyna wouldn’t tell him.

      Kade grabbed his helmet and paused to look back at her. She hadn’t moved. “Thank you for the most amazing night,” he said and meant every word. “You’re incredible, Reyna. Don’t forget it.” She didn’t answer, but Kade gave her a long look before he went into the garage. He knew she was watching him, but didn’t look back. He opened the door and backed out the bike, closing the door before he started the engine. He heard her slide the deadbolt home from the other side. She was safe then.

      Maybe now she’d sleep.

      Kade doubted he would.
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      It was a good thing it had only been a fling. Kade was both a lot more interesting and a lot more perceptive than Reyna had realized. If she’d gotten involved with him, she knew he would have unraveled all of her secrets in no time flat.

      She listened to the sound of the bike fading and waited for her anxiety to diminish. She still felt jumpy and was impatient with herself. They’d had great sex. She should be feeling mellow and beautiful, not more wound up than she had been before.

      It had all been fine until she’d come out of the bathroom to see Kade dozing in her bed, looking so rugged and male that everything within her had clenched with raw need. She couldn’t need more. She’d had him twice. She should have been sated.

      But she was sleepy and still interested in having more.

      It had been tempting to crawl into the bed beside him and curl against his warmth, to go to sleep with her head on his shoulder. She knew he’d wrap his arm around her and draw her close, maybe spoon behind her and keep her warm. She knew she’d feel like she was having a perfect dream.

      But Reyna also knew that would be a mistake. She’d felt a sudden fear that if she followed her impulse and dozed off with Kade, she could wake up to an unpleasant surprise.

      She didn’t need to ever do that again.

      Because the fact was that Kade was more dangerous than she’d initially thought. A nice guy with a bit of edge. He’d looked like trouble on a stick with that bike.

      The surprise must have fed her uncertainty as well as her desire.

      It was good that he’d left. Reyna folded her arms across her chest and went back to the apartment, feeling cold and lonely.

      Funny how she didn’t feel safer in Kade’s absence but more vulnerable.

      She really was tired.

      She locked the door to the apartment, too, not allowing herself to wonder where he would go. If he worked in town usually, he must have a place here—or a friend.

      Although it would have to be a pretty good friend for him to be able to knock on the door unannounced at this hour.

      Reyna refused to worry about him. He was an adult. He could take care of himself. They’d had a fling and it was over.

      Her butterfly buzzed.

      She eyed herself in the mirror, certain she’d imagined it. All she could hear was the routine quiet of the neighborhood. Reyna sighed then began to remove her make-up.

      All she needed was a good night’s sleep.
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      There were two messages on the answering machine at Kade’s apartment. He unlocked the door, a handful of mail in his hand, and saw the red light blinking on the far end of the kitchen counter. It was times like this that he wondered why he still had a land line.

      He sifted through the mail before he listened to the messages. There were a couple of bills, a lot of pizza coupons and three postcards from his younger brother. Thom had evidently been to Morocco, the Madeira Islands, and the Canary Islands in rapid succession. Kade put the postcards in the pile on the corner of the counter, knowing that Thom would want them all back when he eventually returned home.

      The first message was from the office of his shrink, reminding him to make another appointment for a reassessment. The receptionist there always sounded like a robot. Kade had been sure that in person, she’d have to have more charisma, but no. Maybe she was a robot. He made a note to book another appointment and deleted the message.

      The second message was more interesting.

      “Hey, Kade. It’s Chris, just checking in.” Kade smiled at the sound of his partner’s voice. He could hear traffic in the background and figured Chris had called during a slow moment during his shift. Kade stood and watched the lights of the boats in the harbor and let himself miss his job. “I don’t want to bug you, so I didn’t call your cell, but I miss having you at my back, dude.” Chris cleared his throat, then made an exasperated sound. “I mean, this guy keeps getting me those sweet chick-coffees. Latte this, caramel mocha, unicorn sprinkles, and frappe this-that.” Kade’s grin widened to hear Chris complain about his temporary partner. “Emily says all the sugar is making me fat.”

      Kade chuckled, because Chris was more than a little vain about how fit he was. He’d never known another cop who spent so much time at the gym. When he’d been home long enough to get Emily pregnant three times was one of the great mysteries of the universe.

      “She also says you should come for dinner. We’ll just grill some steaks, burgers for the kids, nothing fancy. Maybe play some ball and catch up.” Chris paused. “I don’t doubt you for a minute, you know. I always totally trusted you as a partner and I still do. Come back to work and I’ll tell you so myself.” Then his voice rose. “Oh! Here comes Latte Boy.” He spoke to someone else, his voice a little muffled, then growled into the phone. “Talk to you later, Kade. Call me whenever.”

      Kade played the message again and didn’t erase it.

      Then he went to the large window that overlooked the harbor, still without turning on the lights. He stood for a long time, arms folded across his chest, thinking about choices. He’d chosen to go with Reyna, and she’d been everything he’d hoped for. Even more than he’d dared to hope for. But that was it. Just when he’d felt sure that they were starting something good and right, she’d done an about-face and tossed him out.

      He didn’t expect there’d ever be a repeat of this night, which was more than disappointing.

      It wasn’t dissimilar to his job. He yearned to end this paid leave and go back to work. There was nothing he loved better than being a cop. But he was terrified of letting Chris down, or anyone else for that matter. On the one hand, he wanted the therapist to give him an all-clear. On the other, he was afraid that she would, that he’d go back to work and be unable to shoot when it really mattered.

      He closed his eyes and heard his own shot that night a month before, saw the man fall, relived the moment when they realized he was not just dead but unarmed.

      Kade opened his eyes, knowing he wouldn’t be sleeping any more on this night.

      For the first time in a long time, though, resistance stirred within him. He wasn’t going to let Reyna shut him out without making sure she understood how he felt first. And he wasn’t going to let one mistake cost him the job he loved beyond all else.

      He’d talk to Reyna again in Honey Hill.

      And he’d fight this memory and its influence.

      He wasn’t going to sleep, so Kade removed his service revolver from his gun safe. He turned on the lights and drew the shades, then cleaned his gun at the kitchen table.

      It was time.
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      Reyna treated herself to breakfast at her favorite diner. She hadn’t slept after Kade left, despite her conviction that she would. She felt like a jerk. She felt mean. He was a lot nicer than she was, that was for sure.

      That had to be a sign that there was no future in them being together.

      She didn’t really have an appointment, but she didn’t want to be anywhere Kade could easily find her. Delaying her return to Honey Hill was a stall tactic, but she was doing it anyway. She was reading the local newspaper while she waited for her eggs over easy when someone dropped into the seat opposite her.

      It was Autumn Rose.

      But not Autumn Rose because Stacey wasn’t in costume.

      “Hey!” Reyna said with pleasure. “Sorry I missed the show last night.”

      “But you came. Why’d you leave?”

      Reyna blinked. “I was thinking that I’d bring a friend to the show, but changed my mind.”

      “About him or the show?” The waitress came with Reyna’s eggs and toast. She filled up Reyna’s coffee then glanced at Stacey, a question in her expression. Stacey nodded and the waitress went to get her a cup.

      Reyna continued as if they hadn’t been interrupted. “About any delay before the good stuff.”

      Stacey smiled. “And here I thought you only liked the bad boys.”

      “I do. Didn’t you see him on his bike?” Reyna recalled the sight of Kade pulling up on his bike and felt a little warm glow inside. It slid lower, prompting her to consider a second performance. Not her style, but maybe just this once.

      “I did. Not bad for a cop.”

      Reyna nearly choked on her next bite. “A cop?”

      Stacey gave her a pitying look. “You were with Kade Sullivan.”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      “He’s a cop.”

      Reyna shook her head, knowing that Stacey had made a mistake. A cop? She’d never ever be with a cop. That was a huge rule. “No, he’s a handyman or a carpenter. Maybe a contractor.”

      “Cop,” Stacey said firmly, giving Reyna a hard look that stopped the debate cold. She smiled as the waitress poured her coffee then waved off the creamers. “Just black, thanks.”

      How could Kade be a cop? Reyna supposed that everyone got vacation—but that made him even nicer than she’d thought, if he was both a cop and one who spent his holidays doing work on his relative’s houses.

      But a cop. She shuddered despite herself.

      Stacey noticed. “You didn’t know?”

      Reyna shook her head. “No, I met him in Honey Hill. He’s working on the neighbor’s place, fixing shingles and stuff like that.”

      “Hence the assumption that he was a handyman.” Stacey took a sip of coffee. “It’s plausible, if mistaken.”

      “Well, I didn’t ask a lot of questions, really.”

      Stacey smiled slowly over the rim of her cup. “Did you take him home?”

      Reyna nodded, finding herself blushing. “For a bit.”

      Stacey propped her chin on her fist, her eyes shining. “And how was it?”

      “Good. Great.” Reyna finished her eggs. “And then I threw him out.”

      Stacey laughed. “Poor guy.”

      “Oh, I think he did all right.”

      “I’m guessing he won’t get a second invitation.”

      “No. He wouldn’t have gotten the first if I’d known.” Reyna felt like the rules of the world had changed when she wasn’t looking. How could Kade be a cop? How was it that she didn’t know? She usually had good instincts for that.

      She really should have asked more questions.

      “Maybe it’s a good thing you didn’t ask.”

      “Maybe.” They laughed together, then Stacey sobered and sipped her coffee. “Honey Hill. So, that’s where he went for his suspension.”

      “What suspension?”

      “He shot a guy who wasn’t armed, Reyna. Shot him dead. Don’t you watch the news?”

      “Not if I can help it.”

      “It was the same weekend as the bridal show. Huge controversy. He was suspended and it was being investigated.”

      “What was the conclusion?” Reyna couldn’t imagine that Kade would shoot someone who wasn’t armed, or that he’d make a mistake like that. His being a police officer fit with her sense that he was a straight arrow, but there was no way he was one to break the rules, no matter what he did.

      Stacey shrugged. “I don’t know. The story kind of disappeared when something more interesting happened. You know how it is.”

      Reyna did.

      Stacey reached into her bag and withdrew another invitation, snapping it on the table between them. “We’ve got those classes starting.”

      “Bodacious Brides and Lusty Ladies,” Reyna read with a smile. “Because of the interest at the show?”

      “Absolutely. You have to grab opportunity when it knocks and haul it in the door.”

      “My philosophy exactly.” Reyna was tempted but she eyed the date. “I don’t know if I’ll be in town.”

      “Oh, come on. Be in town. I’d love to see you pick up some moves. You’ll be an inspiration to the shy and uninitiated.”

      “But I am uninitiated at burlesque,” Reyna protested, recalling her impromptu dance for Kade. It had worked out well even though she hadn’t had much of a clue what to do.

      “Right,” Stacey said, her skepticism clear. “Come on.”

      “Maybe. Can I get one of those fans?”

      “You can borrow mine. It’s dark red—they call it Black Cherry—just in case you want to dress to match.”

      “I do. I do.” Reyna tapped the card on the table then tucked it in her purse. “I’ll try to come. I’ll let you know closer to the date so you’re not holding a spot for me.”

      “Deal.” Stacey winked. “Maybe you should bring the cop.”

      Reyna smiled politely. There wasn’t a chance in hell of that happening. If she got together with Kade again, it would be another one-off, just a bit of spring fever, nothing destined to last.

      This class was two weeks away. She’d be so over Kade Sullivan by then.
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      Reyna didn’t miss the irony of her choice.

      She was delaying her return to Honey Hill to avoid seeing Kade...by reading every article and post she could find about Kade on a computer at the public library. There were a lot of hits on her search, from news articles to blog posts with pretty much everything in between. Since time wasn’t of the essence, she read them all. They mostly agreed on the timeline of the story.

      The police had been summoned to a domestic dispute very early one Sunday morning. A man was reported to be shouting and a woman was screaming that he had a gun.

      It was an address the police had visited on similar calls before.

      Sergeant Sullivan and his unnamed partner had answered the call. When they arrived, there were neighbors gathered, listening and watching the fight. As they got out of the squad car, there was a shot. A woman screamed. The two police officers ran toward the residence. Someone in the house then shot out the streetlight, so that the area was much darker.

      The couple had appeared in the doorway, silhouetted by the light from inside the house. The man had been holding the woman before himself like a shield, and had what appeared to be a gun against her head. He demanded to be allowed access to his car, threatening to kill the woman if he was detained.

      The officers had stepped back.

      The man had inched toward the car.

      Hidden by the shadows, Sergeant Sullivan had aimed and fired, killing the man with a single shot. There were comparisons to snipers in the reports, and Reyna gathered it hadn’t been an easy shot to make.

      It was then discovered that the man held a child’s toy, not a gun. The woman became hysterical that her husband had been killed. In her account of the evening’s events, the pair had argued, which was routine, and her husband had threatened her, which was also routine. She had, however, managed to get the gun from him. She had been the one to fire it, although she had missed him. They’d struggled over it, he’d reclaimed it and struck her across the face, leaving her dazed. That was when the police had arrived, and he had shot out the streetlight, intending to leave trouble behind, as he put it. The woman had been afraid he would leave her and had begged to stay with him. In that struggle, he’d dropped the gun and couldn’t retrieve it. He’d seized a toy belonging to their son and had told her that if she played along, she could flee with him.

      At least the young son had been visiting his grandparents.

      Reyna rubbed her forehead. She knew all too well how tangled things could be in a relationship tainted by abuse. She could guess that the woman was both afraid of her husband and terrified of being without him—maybe because his routine verbal abuse had eliminated her confidence. That had been Reyna’s own experience. She knew that walking out of that apartment had been one of the hardest things she’d ever done.

      And she and Sean hadn’t even been married.

      So, Kade had shot an unarmed civilian dead. He’d been suspended and there’d been an inquiry and a review, and in the end, he had been exonerated, with stern words from the board about acting hastily on assumptions.

      He hadn’t gone back to work, though. He’d taken a leave of absence and if anyone knew where he was, or when he planned to return to the force, they weren’t saying.

      Reyna sifted through the discussion again but found very little new. Opinions ranged from the far right—that the man in question should have been locked up or shot years ago—to the far left—that the police needed to be restrained to save the populace.

      Why hadn’t Kade gone back to work?

      She found evidence of his record in the accounts of the incident, that he had won merit awards, that he was considered to be a superb and disciplined officer. There was even a photo of him at a fundraiser with other police officers, posing for a calendar on the beach, and another of him in uniform, teaching children how to ride their bikes safely. It looked to Reyna as if he’d liked being a cop.

      She couldn’t imagine a man who was more of a polar opposite to her.

      And if he liked being a cop, then why was he doing free house repairs for his aunt and uncle in Honey Hill?

      Reyna really wanted to know. It was going to bother her until she did know. She pushed back from the computer and gathered her stuff, sparing a glance at the large clock on the wall. It would be late by the time she got home.

      If she didn’t see Kade or think of a better excuse, she’d take him a coffee in the morning. That should melt his defenses.

      She winced, knowing that she hadn’t exactly left things between them so that it would be easy to start talking again. Maybe the coffee would help mend fences.

      Maybe more sex would be better.

      Reyna didn’t have any quibbles with that possibility.
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      “House repair.” Chris shook his head and took another swig of his beer. He and Kade were on the patio behind Chris and Emily’s house. The barbecue was heating, sending a waft of smoke into a perfectly clear afternoon sky. It was warm for April, which in Chris’s world meant it was time to fire up the grill. Chris was a charcoal devotee, so there was time for beer after the coals were lit. The patio was on the west side of the house and Kade enjoyed basking in the sun, out of the wind. Summer didn’t seem so far away.

      Chris and Emily’s three daughters were playing in the yard, laughing and teasing each other. The two younger ones were trying to turn cartwheels as well as their ten-year-old sister and not succeeding. Emily was making something in the kitchen to go with the steaks and burgers. Chris had gotten out two chairs from the set of garden furniture. Kade’s partner was about ten years older than him, of similar height and build, with blond hair that had a bit of silver at the temples. He was pragmatic and fair, and Kade admired him.

      “Pretty much,” Kade agreed.

      “You could end up with a job up there in Honey Hill.”

      “I could probably make myself a job up there.” Kade felt Chris’s sidelong glance. “If I wanted.”

      “Do you?”

      “I don’t know.” Kade might have ducked the question from anyone else, but with Chris, he was completely honest. Their partnership worked because they were always straight with each other.

      “Because, you know, you could come back to town and fix my house anytime you wanted.” Chris’s tone was teasing. “If you ever have a burning desire to paint baseboards or hang light fixtures.”

      “Change light bulbs,” Emily said, bringing them each another beer.

      “You got one that needs changing?” Kade asked. Chris wasn’t good at home maintenance, but Kade never minded stepping up.

      “The overhead light at the top of the stairs.” Emily gave her husband a stern look. “Someone is going to trip.”

      Chris grinned. “Someone might get help tripping if he doesn’t get to it soon.”

      “Not funny, Chris,” Emily said when Kade barely smiled. “Couples hurting each other isn’t much of a joke.”

      “No, it’s not. Sorry, babe.” Chris stood and wrapped his arms around his wife, giving her a kiss that would make anyone unfamiliar with their open displays of affection uncomfortable. Kade was used to it.

      In fact, it made him think of Reyna.

      It made him more than think about her.

      Was there any chance of her speaking to him again?

      Of them getting together again?

      If he wanted it to happen—and he did—he couldn’t let her take charge of everything. How would Reyna react to a man who challenged her? Kade wasn’t sure but he wanted to find out. There had to be a way to bend her rules without earning her animosity.

      “Mmm, I think I might just forgive you,” Emily teased. “When will you be ready to grill?”

      “Twenty minutes.”

      They conferred about preparing dinner, a phase Kade had always called synchronizing their watches. They were excellent hosts and made it look easy to serve five or forty. It was no joke that they worked well together, as good a team as he and Chris were.

      Probably better.

      “I’ll take care of that light for you, if you want,” Kade offered.

      “Thanks. Ladders aren’t my strong suit,” Chris replied. “Wait until after dinner though.” He opened a cold beer and handed it to Kade as Emily returned to the kitchen. “The problem with you making a job for yourself up there in the highlands is that you have a job right here.”

      Kade had known that Chris wouldn’t avoid the subject forever. “I’m not ready, Chris.”

      “I miss having you at my back,” his partner said. “We have a trust, Kade, after these years together. It’s not easy to replace.”

      “I know.”

      “When do you think you’ll be ready?”

      “I don’t know.” Kade frowned, then said the dreaded truth aloud. “I might not ever be.”

      “You’re kidding me,” Chris said and Kade noticed how he kept his tone light. His eyes, though, revealed his concern. “You’re going to leave me with Latte Boy forever? What have I ever done to you?”

      Kade grinned despite himself. Then he put down the beer and leaned toward Chris, holding his gaze. “You’re the best partner I ever had. I trust you completely.”

      “And I trust you. You know I’m not supposed to say it, but that was one fucking amazing shot. And that bastard had it coming. You did her a favor even if she didn’t believe it at the time.” Chris abandoned that line of reasoning when Kade frowned and teased him again. “You leaving the force to become a sniper and you’re just letting me down easy?”

      They laughed together.

      “Maybe you just like having that scrubby crap on your face, the bit you call a beard.”

      They chuckled again, but the humor didn’t last long.

      “I don’t want to ever let you down, Chris,” Kade admitted quietly. He turned to look at his partner. “I went to the range today.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Not really. It’s not better. I still questioned every shot. I hesitated every single time. And there was no pressure. There was nothing going on, no decisions to be made, no incomplete data. There was the target and I had my gun and yet, I wasn’t sure. That scares the shit out of me. If I can’t shoot when there’s no question, how about when there’s room for doubt?” He shook his head. “I will not come and tell Emily that it’s my fault.”

      Their gazes clung for a moment and Kade knew his partner understood.

      Then Chris ran a hand through his hair and sat back, frowning out at the yard. “Okay. That’s fair.” His gaze swiveled back to Kade. “What are you going to do about it?”

      “Remember how I wasn’t going to talk to that shrink again?”

      “Of course.”

      “Wednesday.” Kade grimaced. “I booked a double session.”

      Chris grinned and fist-pumped with Kade. “Wanting to beat it is half the battle. I was worried when you just seemed to be giving it up.”

      “I was freaked out.”

      “Of course! But I know you can do it. You can get past this. You’re a great cop and the city needs you.” Chris wagged a finger at him. “And whenever you’re ready, you better believe I’m dumping Latte Boy and riding with you.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” They clicked their bottles together in an impromptu toast and drank. The girls collapsed on the ground, laughing. One found a bit of snow in the shade against the fence and shoved it down her sister’s jacket and they were off again.

      “What changed?” Chris asked quietly.

      “What?”

      “Something changed. You were determined to wait it out. You were walking away.” He cleared his throat. “I might even suggest that you were hiding in Honey Hill.” Chris’s gaze was level. “But suddenly you want to fight for it. What happened?”

      “She happened,” Kade admitted, knowing it was true.

      Chris smiled. “I should have known it would take a talent I don’t possess.”

      They laughed together again.

      “When’s the wedding?”

      Kade snorted. “There’s not even going to be a second date,” he said, then stared across the yard, thinking.

      “Once was enough?”

      “Not nearly, but given that she threw me out, that’s probably going to be it.”

      Chris straightened. “She threw you out? You forgot how to do that, too?”

      Kade smiled. “No. It was awesome.”

      “That doesn’t explain her throwing you out.” Chris tapped him on the arm. “Maybe your awesome is different from hers.”

      Kade shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. I think it worked for her.”

      “Then what?”

      He considered his beer bottle. “I had to go because she was tired.” Chris was waiting so he continued. “She has these rules, you see. She sleeps alone. She never does it twice with anyone. She does everything herself so it’s done right. And those are only the ones I know so far.”

      Chris gave a low whistle. “Domestic.”

      “What?”

      “She doesn’t trust you enough to fall asleep in your presence. What does that mean? That she’s fallen asleep before with a man in her place and everything has gone to shit by the time she woke up. And she doesn’t want to get involved with anyone again. That’s the only-once thing.” Chris nodded. “Your girl has a history. I’ll bet my last buck on it.”

      Kade considered this, reviewing everything Reyna said. “She really likes to be in control. Really likes it.”

      “Lack of trust. That’s from fear. Maybe she’s been raped.”

      Kade exhaled and leaned back, no longer having any taste for beer. He didn’t want to think about Reyna being abused in any way. The idea made him feel sick. “That would be a terrible thing,” he said softly.

      “You like her.” There was no question in Chris’s voice.

      “Oh yeah. Way more than I should. She’s gorgeous, sexy, direct, confident—and yet, it seems like some of it is a mask. A performance.”

      “A defense,” Chris said and finished his beer. “But meeting her is what changed your mind?”

      “She doesn’t acknowledge obstacles or weakness, Chris. She built a business, making cupcakes, of all things. Some of it might be bravado and she might have secrets to hide, but she’s really strong. She’s just kept on going through something, something probably pretty bad, and made something good of her life. That’s inspiring.”

      Chris smiled. “She made you feel like a slacker.”

      “For not trying nearly so hard,” Kade agreed. “Exactly.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Reyna. Reyna Tate.”

      Chris got up to check the barbecue. “Well, I’m thinking that a woman like that isn’t one you should let slip away. If she made that much of an impact in one night, you ought to think twice. She could change your life.” He opened the lid and examined the coals, then called to Emily that he was ready. Then he gave Kade a look. “Maybe you should check whether she wanted you to leave just last night or for good.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Kade agreed. “Good thing I’m going back to Honey Hill in the morning.”

      “If you hadn’t had two beers and Emily wasn’t knocking it out of the park with the sides tonight, I’d tell you to go now.” Chris dropped his voice to a whisper. “She’s trying to convince you to come back to town so you can come for dinner more often.”

      “Don’t you share all my secrets,” Emily complained and they laughed together before she called the girls to set the table.

      Kade watched as he had watched a hundred times before and felt a familiar yearning.  Chris had everything good, everything Kade had ever wanted himself. The yearning was stronger this time, though, maybe because he could finally envision the woman who could fill the same place as Emily in his own life.

      Was there any possibility of a future like this with Reyna?

      It wouldn’t be like this. It would be a lot more stylish, but Kade knew it would be interesting. There’d be no chance of boredom with Reyna around.

      If nothing else, he had to let her know how he felt. The choice would be hers, especially if Chris was right about her past, but Kade wasn’t in a hurry to let Reyna Tate slip away.
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      Reyna heard the motorcycle on Sunday morning.

      It was raining lightly, just a heavy mist, and at the early hour, there was a quiet about the world that Reyna loved. She’d gotten up at five, as soon as she’d heard the rain, and had opened the doors and windows of the house so she could hear it. She’d prepared the order she had to deliver that morning, then had just sat, enjoying the sound of the rain and the taste of her coffee. She could have been alone in the world, not downtown in the bustling metropolis of Honey Hill.

      When Reyna heard the bike, she wondered when Kade had left Portland. It was early for him to be finishing a long ride. Maybe he’d stopped somewhere on the way for the night. There was no doubt that it was the BMW, though. She recognized its quiet thrum, the precise sound of the engine. She went to the front door to watch for him, unable to resist the impulse.

      To her surprise, the engine died before he passed her house.

      Had he changed his mind? Gone back to Portland?

      Reyna looked out the front door to see Kade walking the bike down Main Street. He’d opened the visor on his helmet and made it look easy to walk a bike, even though Reyna knew it wasn’t.

      She opened the front door when he was in front of her shop, just like before, and he stopped to look at her. Unsurprised. The way he was just starting to smile made her heart clench. It had been a long while since anyone had been so obviously glad to see her. “Run out of gas?” she asked lightly.

      Kade parked the bike, then took off his helmet and ran a hand through his hair. He spared a glance at the sky. “It’s Sunday morning,” he said quietly. “I don’t want to wake everybody up.” He glanced at her coffee cup, then his gaze rose to meet hers. “I was hoping to see you again,” he murmured.

      “You’re just sweet-talking me for a cup of coffee,” she accused and his grin flashed.

      “Coffee is the least of it.”

      “Even though I tossed you out?”

      He sobered then, his gaze locking with hers. “I’d like to talk about that, Reyna.”

      There was such conviction in his voice that Reyna’s rationalizations dissolved and disappeared. This man, this good man, wanted to talk to her. She couldn’t resist the opportunity to know more about him, even if it meant surrendering more than a coffee. That butterfly heart tattoo was humming again.

      She took a step back. “Then maybe you should come in.”

      “I thought you’d never ask,” Kade replied and she wasn’t sure whether she’d surprised him or not. “Let me go park the bike in the garage. Two minutes.”

      “Okay.”

      Reyna remained at the door, watching him go. The way she saw it, she’d take every opportunity she had to watch his butt. He’d be gone forever soon enough.

      She reminded herself that was a good thing, but didn’t quite believe it.

      The rain was falling harder, making a more persistent patter on the roof of the porch. Kade had disappeared on the far side of his uncle’s house, where Reyna knew the garage was located, then came striding back into view moments later. He’d left his helmet there, too. She was amused that he looked both ways before crossing the deserted street, but then he looked at her and she felt like the world stopped.

      How could one man have the ability to excite her with a glance, and one from the other side of the street?

      Reyna barely managed to take a breath by the time he reached her porch. He shook off the rain and opened his jacket, wiping his boots on the jute mat there as she opened the door wide. Kade paused right beside her in the doorway, exuding warmth and the scent of his skin, his proximity enough to heat her right to her toes. He smiled slowly, then lifted the mug out of her hand, his gaze clinging to hers as he took a slow sip.

      “More than worth the wait,” he murmured, and she knew he wasn’t talking about the coffee. Reyna’s butterfly tattoo started to pulse, as if the little heart Chynna had added to it was beating. Kade’s gaze searched hers, as if seeking some sign of her thoughts, then he bent and brushed his lips across hers.

      Reyna shivered with pleasure and closed her eyes, knowing that her own lips parted. She stretched toward him, intuitively, instinctively, and Kade didn’t need another invitation to claim her lips with a kiss.
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      To hell with the coffee.

      Reyna took a step back, into the shop, without breaking their kiss, and Kade followed her. He couldn’t have done anything else. There was no hesitation or doubt in her manner, just a need that obliterated every other thought from his mind. She wrapped her hand around the back of his neck and pulled him across the shop, making a small sound of desire that sent him to the moon. He shut the screen door behind them, his senses flooded with Reyna. He knew he had to put the coffee mug down, but for the moment, he just hung on to it. His other arm was around her waist and he lifted Reyna to her toes, crushing her against his chest as he slanted his mouth across hers. She purred at that, knotting her fingers into his hair. Her breasts rubbed against him as she rose to her toes and he was starting to wonder about how robust the cupcake display counter might be when she tore her lips from his.

      “It’s like we never did it at all,” she whispered.

      “It’s like we’re not nearly done.” He pulled back a little to meet her gaze. “How about revising that only-once rule?”

      She eyed him, her breath coming quickly, her lips a bit swollen and her eyes sparkling. Kade was afraid for a heartbeat that maybe he’d been too demanding too fast, but Reyna smiled. “We already broke it,” she whispered, and Kade kissed her again.

      Long moments later, she pushed him away, her eyes shining and her breath coming fast. “Mrs. Foster,” she whispered, her voice husky. She ran her hand across his chest as if she couldn’t resist him. With a sigh of reluctance that bode well for the immediate future, she ducked out of his embrace to shut the wooden door.

      She pivoted and leaned back against it, smiling at him.

      She was dressed more casually than he’d ever seen her, but her outfit still had that vintage vibe. Her jeans were snug to the ankles, leaving no doubt how fabulous her legs were, and she wore pink ballet flats. He thought her feet were otherwise bare. Her white shirt had pink embroidered flowers down the button band and along the collar. The pink buttons were small flowers, in exactly the same hue as her shoes and her lipstick. She’d knotted the shirt at the waist and rolled up the sleeves. Her hair was twisted up again and her makeup had been perfect until he’d kissed her.

      She looked good enough to eat, one more time.

      Was she wearing a white bra or a pink one? He desperately wanted to know.

      Kade really hoped he hadn’t messed up by showing his enthusiasm. He couldn’t forget Chris’s conviction that she liked to be in control because she’d been abused before.

      At his questioning glance, Reyna smiled and flushed. “It is a shop. Someone could walk in.”

      “At this hour on a Sunday?” Kade smiled. “I had no idea the demand for cupcakes was so high.”

      She laughed. “You’d be surprised.”

      “I am surprised.” He put the mug down on the counter. “But more that you worry about what the neighbors think.”

      Reyna winced and cast a glance across the street to the Foster residence. “Not really, but some. It is a really small town. In the city, I don’t care.”

      “Should I go?” he asked, hoping she didn’t say he should.

      “God, no,” she replied with a vehemence that reassured him. “I just don’t want to be interrupted.” She paused to consider him, as if a possibility had just occurred to her. “Do you want to go?”

      Kade shook his head. “No, but I didn’t want to go Friday night either.”

      “It was Saturday morning.”

      “You know what I mean. I was looking forward to waking you up.”

      She caught her breath and looked away, then folded her arms across her chest and eyed him. “This isn’t a thing, you know.”

      “What kind of thing isn’t it?”

      “A relationship. The kind of thing that has more of a future than just sex.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. Aren’t you?”

      “No. I think things sometimes don’t reveal themselves as things right away.”

      Reyna shook her head. “No. This isn’t a thing.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “A fling.” She nodded. “Definitely a fling.”

      Kade wondered who she was trying to convince and decided to push his luck. “Then there shouldn’t be a second time at all.” He reached for the zipper on his jacket. “And I should go now.”

      He found a very determined Reyna right in front of him, her hands braced on his shoulders and her lips set. “You think you can kiss me like that and then just walk away?”

      “When I kissed you like that, it wasn’t my plan to walk away.”

      She smiled, a seductive gleam lighting her eyes. “Then let me kiss you again and convince you to finish what you started.”

      “Doesn’t that make it a thing?”

      “A double feature fling,” she corrected. “Let me show you.”

      Kade knew that would be an easy victory for Reyna, but he let her take the lead again, knowing it would reassure her. She certainly seemed to have no doubts. She backed him into the counter that was against the wall. She framed his face in her hands and brought his head down for a kiss that shook his universe completely. Kade thought she was going to devour him, and he loved it. He caught her butt in his hands and lifted her against him, gripping her so that she wriggled against him.

      “I’m wet,” she whispered, then licked his ear. “I’m ready.” She rolled her hips against him in demand. “And so are you.”

      “Are you surprised?”

      “Maybe I’m more persuasive than I realized.”

      “Maybe I’ve got a thing for you and what you do,” Kade murmured and captured her mouth again before she could argue. Reyna’s hand was locked in his hair and her tongue was between his teeth, her raw need leaving him breathless. Their kiss was hot and potent, and he wanted to possess her immediately, if not sooner.

      Reyna pulled herself up, gripping Kade’s shoulders and almost climbing up his length. She kneeled on the counter, straddling him and trapping him exactly where he wanted to be. She unzipped his jacket and pushed it over his shoulders, running her hands over him with open admiration, then kissed him again. She rubbed herself against him, the sweet softness of her just two layers of denim away. Kade could smell her arousal, but mostly he could feel it in her impatience.

      “Here,” she demanded in a throaty whisper. “Now.”

      Kade didn’t need a second invitation. He pivoted, lifting her and placing her on the counter, then kicked off his boots. His jeans and briefs followed, and Reyna’s hands beneath his shirt tempted him to tear it off as well. He spun around to find that she’d removed her own jeans and her shirt. She was wearing a plain white cotton bra and panties, which was no less sexy for being simple.

      “Sorry,” she said with a mischievous smile. “I wasn’t expecting this or I’d have dressed for success.”

      “Don’t apologize,” Kade managed to say and his words came out in a growl of need. He was easing on the condom, unwilling to tear his gaze away from her. “It’s all good.”

      “No music this time,” she whispered. “It takes too long.” She unfastened her bra and removed it, flinging it over the display case with a grand gesture, then wriggled out of her panties and sent them after it. She eyed Kade’s erection and smiled the seductive smile that got him right where he lived. Then she winked and beckoned to him with one finger.

      He took the step between them and she spread her legs wide, her confidence stealing his breath away. He raised one hand to cup her breast, then bent to kiss the nipple. It tightened immediately and he flicked the tip of his tongue across it, liking how she shivered.

      “Fast this time,” she urged, her fingernails digging into his shoulders as she drew him closer. “Fast and hard and deep.”

      “Lady’s choice,” Kade whispered and eased into her slick heat, not stopping until he was completely buried within her. He felt himself shake deep down inside and raised his gaze to hers. Reyna’s eyes were wide but she was smiling. “Perfect fit,” he whispered and she smiled.

      Then she locked her legs around his waist, drawing him closer, then rolled her hips. “Ba dum ba dum dum,” she whispered. She didn’t have the opportunity to sing any more, because Kade kissed her to silence.
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      Reyna could get addicted to sex with Kade.

      It was a serious possibility.

      A dangerous one.

      One she had to avoid.

      But not just yet. One last time might satisfy her need for him.

      When exactly did a multiple-event fling become a thing? Reyna didn’t want to know.

      Kade teased her on the counter in the shop, driving her almost to the summit, then pulling back. He made her wild with desire, even though she knew it was costing him to hold back. He was taut and hard, every bit of him, and the way he moved against her was absolutely perfect. She didn’t know how he did it, but he managed to rub his erection against her clitoris in the most divine way, the way that would drive her insane if he never finished what he’d started. It was as if he knew that she was planning to break it off for good as soon as they were done, as if he were determined to change her mind or at least delay the discussion.

      He made a compelling argument, that was for sure. Just when Reyna was incoherent with need and thought she might actually have to beg, Kade whispered in her ear.

      “I think you’re ready now,” he murmured, his voice rough and rumbling.

      “Too bad you’re not,” she managed to say.

      “Oh, I’m ready,” he purred. “I was ready before I left Portland.” He moved again and Reyna heard herself moan, just a little.

      “You planned this then.”

      “No way. But I hoped we might get together again.” His fingers pushed into her hair, the breadth of his hand making her feel delicate and fragile in a way that was unexpectedly okay. He looked into her eyes, his own dark and hot. “You might not think this is a thing, Reyna, but it’s too magic to be anything else.”

      She opened her mouth to protest but Kade kissed her. He overwhelmed her with his touch so surely that Reyna just held on and enjoyed. If she hadn’t been losing control, she might have argued with him, made sure he saw the truth, but his hand was in her hair, the other arm locked around her, and he was moving so that she couldn’t think straight. She certainly couldn’t worry about being carried away by passion—not until it was satisfied.

      “Now!” she demanded, knowing she couldn’t stand any more.

      “Together,” he growled and there was no chance to argue that it was unlikely—because he kissed her ear and lifted himself against her and the tide rolled through her with relentless force. Reyna heard herself cry out as she found her release, then she felt the vibration build to a crescendo in Kade. He tipped back his head, bared his teeth, and roared as he came, driving deep inside her so that the pressure made Reyna’s orgasm go on and on and on.

      They clung to each other, their breath coming hot and fast, and she halfway thought they must have steamed up the windows.

      Or melted the icing on the cupcakes. She ran her hands over his shoulders, savoring the feel of him, and sighed.

      “I thought that didn’t happen in real life,” she whispered.

      “It happens in things, maybe not in flings,” Kade replied, picking her up as if she weighed nothing at all. She was still wrapped around him but he strode into the kitchen, then toward the stairs, as if he knew the way to her bedroom. Reyna felt a moment’s panic, then realized the bathroom could only be upstairs. He was making an educated guess and it was a good one. He didn’t know her secrets.

      Yet.

      That made her remember her resolve. “You can put me down,” she said when they reached the second floor.

      “I could.” Kade smiled down at her and tightened his grip. “I like this, though.”

      “Not me,” Reyna lied, and struggled a bit.

      He released her immediately, setting her on her feet on the threshold of the bathroom, and she wondered how much he understood of her reaction. He couldn’t know, could he? “You don’t like to cuddle afterward?”

      “I don’t like to cuddle ever,” she said flatly, seeing his skepticism.

      “Another rule.” He leaned against the doorframe, watching her. “Are we at the part where you throw me out?”

      “Out of the bathroom, definitely.”

      “Really? Why?”

      Reyna felt herself blush and in her discomfort, she said more than she should have done. “In every story, it’s forbidden for the mortal lover to see the goddess in her bath. There’s a reason why. Women get to have some secrets.”

      “The goddess in her bath,” Kade echoed and smiled. “I like that. It’s exactly right.” He touched her cheek with a fingertip, and Reyna felt her own desire flare to his touch. Again. She wasn’t doing a very good job of getting this man out of her system.

      She took a step back and spoke firmly. “I don’t do bathroom sex. I don’t share bathrooms either. So, you first, then me.” She seized her robe from the back of the door and covered up, knowing that she wasn’t hiding much from Kade.

      He studied her for a long moment, then nodded agreement. “Two more rules for the list,” he said, half under his breath. He washed up quickly, leaving the door open while he did so. He claimed a clean towel and wrapped it around his waist, then stepped out, gesturing to the small room. “The bath awaits the goddess.”

      Reyna smiled.

      “Is it okay if I make coffee before I go?” he asked and there wasn’t a hint of accusation in his tone. Reyna turned to meet his gaze, wondering why he was giving her space. “I remember where everything is and I won’t make a mess.” He held up two fingers in a Boy Scout salute and smiled. “Promise.”

      Reyna found herself smiling. “Of course.” She winced. “Sorry, I just have boundaries...”

      Kade silenced her with the weight of his fingertip against her lips. “Everyone does, Reyna,” he said softly, then kissed her forehead before leaving the bathroom. “Thanks for letting me know what they are.”

      She was startled to silence by that. Could he actually appreciate her telling him what was too much? Reyna bit her lip as she watched him go down the stairs and felt an unfamiliar uncertainty. Kade was giving her exactly what she wanted, exactly what she’d demanded, but instead of being satisfied, Reyna found herself wanting more.

      More than she knew she really wanted.

      More than she’d ever request.

      More than she knew she could ever have.

      She was losing her mind over this man, which was one thing. She had to send him away before she lost her heart.

      [image: ]

      Warm and cold all over again.

      It was almost completely predictable. As soon as she came, she was done with him. The second time of being treated like a stud wasn’t any easier for Kade.

      Because he didn’t really believe Reyna didn’t want to cuddle. He didn’t really believe she wanted just a fling, but he knew that challenging her would be exactly the wrong move.

      Maybe Chris was right and Reyna had been in an abusive relationship. She certainly wanted to keep their relationship purely physical. The problem was that Kade didn’t. His original attraction had moved beyond the physical to an interest in Reyna’s secrets, her past—and admittedly—her future. He felt a connection with her and he found her resolve inspiring. He admired her strength. He was pretty sure that Reyna could conquer any obstacle, if she put her mind to it.

      He wanted to learn how to do that himself.

      And then he wanted to convince her to abandon her objections to their being together.

      He had that weird conviction, the one he’d never thought he would have, that she was the One.

      Too bad she didn’t share it.

      Or did she? Was that why she was in such a hurry to push him away?

      Kade recognized the rationalization of a man who put his desires before those of his partner, the kind of man who might have given Reyna her rules.

      He heard the bathroom door close and lock before he reached the bottom of the stairs, and wasn’t surprised. He picked up Reyna’s clothes from the shop counter and floor, smiling to find her bra hanging from a drawer pull, and carried them upstairs for her. He wasn’t much good at folding even T-shirts, never mind Reyna’s curvy clothes, but he guessed that she wouldn’t want to come down in her robe to get them.

      That would look like vulnerability, or even an invitation, and he knew her well enough to expect her to avoid both.

      The water was running in the bathroom when he reached the top of the stairs. He smiled again at the notion of the goddess in her bath, keeping her secrets. What did Reyna look like without her make-up? He had no doubt she was just as beautiful.

      There were three other doors on the second floor, all of them closed. He listened, then dared to peek. The first proved to be a small bedroom converted to a closet. It was meticulously organized, the garments arranged by color and the shoes in pairs on shelves evidently made for that purpose. Purses had their own shelves, too. There was a long mirror on one wall and a stool in the middle of the room.

      Opening the next door revealed a bedroom, decorated in leopard print and black. The sight made him grin because it was so perfectly Reyna. There was a long dresser and the bed, as well as a puffy chair and a fireplace. He noticed that there were no pictures. He put the clothes on the neatly made bed, and left the door open to show Reyna where he’d been.

      The third door intrigued him. Did she have a spare bedroom? Who stayed with her? Who was allowed to?

      The water was still running so he opened the door for a quick peek. To his surprise, it was a library. Bookshelves filled the longest wall completely and even had glass doors to protect their contents. It was the room that looked over the street at the front of the house. There was a leather chair—with a red plush cushion shaped like a woman’s lips puckered for a kiss—and a reading lamp beside it. On the wall opposite the bookcase, there was a fireplace and Kade could smell that it had been used. It looked like a room where a person could comfortably spend a lot of time.

      Kade couldn’t resist temptation. He crossed the room quickly to look at the books, only to be surprised again. They were fairy tales, folk tales, myths and legends from all over the world and all across time. He thought of Reyna’s comment about the goddess in her bath and figured it was a mirror of her reading choices. He left the room as he’d found it and went back downstairs to start the coffee.

      He felt grumpy, as maybe every other mortal man who had tried to see the goddess in her bath had felt when he failed. He needed a coffee, badly, then he’d get dressed, talk to Reyna and try to find a solution other than her throwing him out for good. Again.

      Arguing with his touch hadn’t worked, at least not in the long term.

      He had to find another way to appeal to her.

      Kade was behind the counter, grinding the beans, when there was a quick rap on the door of the shop. He had time to pivot before Mrs. Foster opened the door. “Yoo hoo, Reyna!” she called, not yet looking around. “I’ve come for...”

      Mrs. Foster’s mouth fell open when she saw Kade and her gaze dropped. He was behind the display case of cupcakes and still wearing the towel, but she wouldn’t be able to see that from her vantage point. She would only see his bare chest.

      He realized she probably thought he was nude in the same moment that she cleared her throat and lifted her glasses a little higher. The back of his neck was hot and he didn’t know quite what to say.

      “Kade, you are up early.”

      “Coffee,” he said, lifting the grinder. “Reyna has the best in town.”

      Mrs. Foster lifted her brows. “Yes, you look like you stopped in for coffee.” She cleared her throat primly. “I stopped in for the cupcakes for the reception after church.”

      Kade scanned the counter, not seeing anything prepared for a delivery.

      “I was just going to bring them over, Mrs. Foster,” Reyna said as she came down the stairs. She ignored Kade completely, smiling at the older woman. “I’m sorry I was delayed.”

      “Are you?” Mrs. Foster murmured but Reyna ignored her.

      She went toward the kitchen. “It’s such a big box that I left it in here.” She returned with the pink box and presented it to Mrs. Foster. When the older lady was holding it, Reyna opened the lid to show her the contents.

      Mrs. Foster gasped in delight. “They’re lovely, dear. How generous of you to donate so many!”

      “Well, I thought some people might want to try more than one kind. There’s a little card here explaining the flavors.”

      “Just like a box of chocolates!”

      “Exactly.” Reyna tucked in the lid of the box carefully. “Here, let me get the door for you since you have your hands full.”

      “Thank you, dear,” Mrs. Foster said. Kade could hear the glee in her voice that she had gossip to share. He continued making the coffee, wishing he’d gotten dressed first.

      When Mrs. Foster left and Reyna shut the door, this time she turned the lock before leaning back against it to survey him.

      It was easy to guess that she also wished he’d gotten dressed first.

      Kade pushed the button for the coffee to start brewing then lifted his hands. “In self defense, I don’t think clearly with a lack of both sleep and coffee.”

      “This is a disaster,” Reyna said, as if she believed it.

      “No,” Kade argued. “It’s an opportunity.”

      “Honey Hill is a small town,” she said, flinging out a hand. “I don’t need a reputation!”

      “You don’t have one, at least not a bad one.” Kade came out from behind the counter. “And dating someone doesn’t give you a reputation either.”

      She gave him a lethal look. “We’re not dating.”

      “Then we should date.” He smiled at her, hoping he could be persuasive. “Dinner. Tonight at the lodge. It’ll be a date that everyone can see.”

      Reyna winced and shook her head. “I don’t want to date.”

      “Me or anyone?”

      “Both.” She shook a finger at him. “You’re trying to make this fling into a thing.”

      Kade grinned. “Guilty as charged.” He leaned closer. “It wasn’t my plan but I can work with it. Think about it. One dinner. One date. Then you can tell everyone you dumped me because I’m a jerk.”

      “No one is going to believe that.”

      “Thank you.” Kade turned to his discarded clothes. “I think.”
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      The man was more dangerous than anyone guessed.

      There was no good way to avoid Kade’s suggestion that they have one date, because it was a good way to diffuse any gossip. Reyna didn’t believe for a minute that he’d let her dump him that easily, but she appreciated him trying to defend her reputation.

      She chewed her lip as she watched Kade dress, wishing she had the strength not to watch. She didn’t, especially as she was going to send him away for good. On the one hand, it hadn’t freaked her out to have him in her sanctuary, not when they did it in the shop or even when she discovered that he’d put her clothes in her bedroom. On the other hand, the fact that his presence didn’t bother her was a sign of trouble.

      She was letting down her guard.

      She was forgetting her rules.

      Next she’d be sharing her history with him.

      No, no, no. Reyna wasn’t going to be coaxed back into a relationship with anyone, not even for amazing sex.

      “Are you going to go back?” She asked when he was pulling on his second boot. Her tone was harder than would have been ideal. She wondered if that was why he looked up or if it was the question itself.

      “Back? To Portland?” He shrugged then stood up. “Probably. Eventually.”

      “No. I mean back to the police force.”

      He turned to stare at her, frozen in the act of picking up his jacket, but recovered pretty well. “So, you know about that.”

      “My friend recognized you at the club.” She shrugged and averted her gaze, knowing that he was watching her closely. “I looked it up. I looked you up.”

      There was a long moment of silence, then she heard him shrugging into the leather jacket. “And what do you think of what you learned?”

      She looked at him then, not surprised to find him watching her. “What difference does it make?”

      “It makes a lot of difference to me.”

      Reyna opened her mouth and closed it again, took a breath and frowned before she spoke. “I think there are men who are born to be cops and soldiers, men whose nature compels them to serve their community or their country. I think they’re good men and we’re lucky to have them. We probably could do with a few more.”

      This time it was Kade who folded his arms across his chest. He surveyed her with a little smile playing over his lips. “There’s an answer that’s not an answer.”

      “It’s an answer!”

      “What do you think of what I did?”

      “You were cleared.”

      “By a review board, yes. That doesn’t mean that everyone thinks the board was right.”

      He was more intense than usual and Reyna felt self-conscious as she seldom did. “I don’t live in Portland. My view of the police there isn’t relevant.”

      “It is to me.” He took a step closer and Reyna found the counter behind her. “Tell me, Reyna, what do you think of what I did?”

      She heard the doubt in his tone and knew that she could give him one gift.

      It was more than pleasure, more than sex.

      It might be a lot more important in the end.

      It might keep her from feeling guilty for dumping him.

      But that wasn’t the reason she would do it. She would do it because he was a good man and he deserved the truth.

      Reyna took a breath and met Kade’s solemn gaze. “I think you probably didn’t have much choice, or not any good choices anyway. You acted upon your observations and the information that you had and you did your best, because you’re the kind of man who always does his best. You didn’t act selfishly, but tried to choose for the greater good. Just because you didn’t know everything or see everything, just because the victim tried to trick you and succeeded, that doesn’t mean that you failed at your job.” She straightened, surprised by her own vehemence but unable to stop. “And if you’re here in Honey Hill because you think you’re a shit cop, that what you did means you should give it all up, you’re wrong. You took that shot because you should be a cop, because you pledged to serve and defend people. You did your best, which is all anybody can ever do. And when your best falls short, although I’m not sure yours did, the very best thing you can do is get back to it and do better.”

      He didn’t answer her for a moment and his voice was husky when he did. “Thank you, Reyna. I’m not sure, though.”

      “You should be sure. You should make yourself sure.” Her tone was fierce. “And you should go back to Portland and start being a cop again.”

      He considered her. “Is this just another way of telling me to get lost?”

      Reyna shook her head. “No. It’s just more proof that we have no future.”

      “Why not? Seems to me like we understand each other pretty well.”

      “Because I’ll never be with a cop or a soldier. We’re done.”

      “Another rule?”

      “A big one.”

      “And we were only together the first time because you didn’t know,” he guessed, and it didn’t sound like he was angry.

      She nodded agreement, wondering at that.

      Kade tilted his head to study her. “What about today?”

      Reyna didn’t have an answer for that so she turned away and poured him a coffee, to go.

      “You don’t like men who serve the community? It sounded like you had some admiration there.”

      “I don’t like men who might not come home alive,” she said vehemently. She saw her own hand shake as she put the lid on the cup. “I will not live with that uncertainty, ever.”

      “That rule doesn’t make any sense,” Kade protested. “First, you insist you won’t have a relationship at all, then you say that you’d only have one with someone who doesn’t have a dangerous job. Anybody can fail to come home, Reyna! There are no guarantees.” He pointed at her when she would have argued. “You could have an accident on the way to one of your deliveries and not come home alive. Delivering cupcakes, which isn’t generally considered to be a treacherous occupation.”

      Reyna folded her arms across her chest. “It’s not the same and you know it. It’s a lot more common for cops not to come home.”

      Kade looked exasperated. He seized his helmet and walked to the door, then came back to stand in front of her. “Okay, let’s ignore the cop thing for the moment because I’m not sure I’m going back.”

      “You should.”

      “Because it will give you the break from me that you want, nice and easy.” He shook his head and continued, looking a bit pissed off. “I know you like to be in charge, Reyna, and I’m not going to force anything on you, but I have the right to fight for what I want.” He glared at her. “I want to be with you. I think we’re good together. And I think it’s fair that I be given a chance to convince you of that.”

      “You won’t.”

      “Is that right? Well, here’s what I think. I think that my being a cop is only an issue because you’re already starting to think of us as having a relationship.”

      Reyna shook her head. “No. Wrong! I just wouldn’t have slept with you at all if I’d known.”

      “We haven’t slept together yet,” Kade corrected, his tone resolute. His gaze locked with hers and Reyna nodded reluctant agreement. When Kade continued, his tone had softened. “I respect your concern for your reputation. Come for dinner tonight, then dump me because I’m a cop.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “I would like to use that dinner as an opportunity to argue my case, but if you decide after dinner that we’re done, then we’re done. I can take no for an answer. By the end of the day, you can be rid of me forever.”

      “All I have to do is agree to dinner at the lodge.”

      He nodded, looking resolute.

      Reyna fought against the appeal of his suggestion. It would keep gossip from spreading and give her an easy way to end this fling. She had a suspicion that Kade would be very persuasive, but surely she could survive one dinner with him then break it off.

      She had to be that strong.

      “Deal,” she said, offering her hand.

      She tried to hide her shiver of pleasure when Kade’s hand closed over hers, so strong and protective that it was tempting to lean against him. He knew though, because he smiled a little, then tugged her closer. “You know we can’t just shake on this.”

      “I know you wouldn’t lose an opportunity to argue your side,” she whispered, knowing what he was going to do and more than ready for another kiss.

      “See how well we know each other already,” he murmured, then captured her mouth beneath his. Reyna sighed and closed her eyes, hating her own weakness but unable to resist one long taste of Kade.

      He was the one who pulled away, his eyes blazing, but she caught at his sleeve. “Don’t forget your coffee,” she reminded him.
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      Reyna tied him up in knots.

      Yet Kade couldn’t get enough of her.

      She made no sense, yet she made perfect sense. She said she wanted him gone, but she melted against him when he touched her in a perfect echo of his own weakness for her. She might be pushing him away hard because she was afraid, but he knew there was a force between them that drew them closer all the same. Immediately after she gave a glowing endorsement of his character and his need to do what he was born to do, she threw him out.

      The contrast was enough to drive him crazy.

      Kade had been powerfully affected by her words about his character. Her faith in him was enough to make him want to work harder to overcome the challenge. He felt like she understood him intuitively, and that made him want to reciprocate and help her move beyond whatever had hurt her in the past. His instinct was that they could succeed together.

      But Reyna had to want to try.

      He had one chance to convince her. Kade knew he had to step carefully. He’d only just won the concession of a date for dinner, and he was going to make it count.

      Instead of going to his aunt and uncle’s house, he went to the bookstore next to Cupcake Heaven. Of course, Honey Hill Used Books was closed at nine on a Sunday morning. Kade knocked but there was no response. He shaded his hand and peered through the glass window in the front door at the darkened interior. He could see a silhouette moving in the back of the house.

      Clem was awake.

      Kade went down the lane to the kitchen door, guessing that Clem’s kitchen was behind the shop, and that the older house would have a similar layout to Reyna’s. He was right. The kitchen door was open, and he could smell coffee and bacon through the screen door. A calico cat was sitting in the sun on the back porch and grooming itself.

      Clem opened the door just as Kade reached the backyard, a mug of steaming brew in his hand, and stopped cold to stare at Kade. He was a wiry older man with silver hair and little round spectacles. He wore a wedding ring, even though Kade knew he lived alone.

      “You’re up early,” he said gruffly.

      “I need a book,” Kade said, because it was true.

      Clem took a sip of his coffee. “I feel that way pretty regularly. Careful you don’t end up with a few thousand of them. I don’t need the competition.”

      “I only need one. This is urgent.”

      Clem looked Kade up and down, apparently unconvinced that the situation was critical. “I’m not open today, on account of it being Sunday and all.” He sipped again, his relaxed manner reminding Kade of the cat. They both looked ready to spend the morning basking in the sun. “I might not be open tomorrow, either, on account of Reg Wilson telling me the trout are biting.”

      “This is an emergency,” Kade said. “I need a book and I need it today. I need it, in fact, as soon as possible.”

      Clem drank his coffee, studying Kade over the rim, taking his time. “You’re Sullivan’s nephew. From Portland.”

      “That’s right.”

      “The police officer.”

      “That’s right.” Kade braced himself for the next comment, the reference to the shooting incident, but it didn’t come.

      “It’s not very often that getting a book constitutes an emergency, at least not in these parts.”

      “Well, today’s the day that changes.” Kade climbed the steps of the porch, rubbed the cat behind the ears, and appealed to Clem. “I’ve got one chance to impress her, tonight, and so I need a book.”

      “Does Reyna know about your need to impress this woman?” Clem asked, showing that Mrs. Foster’s observations had already reached him.

      “No.” Kade glanced across the yard, then decided he needed all the help he could get. “I’m planning to surprise Reyna with the perfect gift so she gives me—us—a chance.”

      “She likes her solitude.”

      “I like her.” Kade took a deep breath. “But she threw me out this morning.”

      “Ah. What’d you do?”

      “She says nothing. She just doesn’t want a relationship. I do.” Kade was pretty sure he’d never confessed so much to a stranger before in his life, but it might help. He could see that Clem liked Reyna. And if not, it was more support for the story of her dumping him.

      Clem nodded and finished his coffee. “One book in particular or will any book do?”

      Kade smiled despite himself. “She collects books. I need your help to find the right one.”

      “Not just any books, not for our Reyna.”

      So, Clem did know about her collection. “You’ve seen it?”

      “I’ve supplied some of it.”

      “They’re all fairy tales and legends.”

      Clem nodded wisely. “That coffee of yours empty yet? Come on in and have another. I’ll show you what’s caught her eye, but be warned, it’s a collector’s edition.”

      “I don’t care.”

      Clem chuckled. “You might. If it weren’t for the price, she would have bought it already. Why don’t you leave your cup here in the kitchen while we go into the shop?”

      “You think I’m going to have sticker shock.”

      “I think a lot of people would.” Clem shook his head. “But this is very, very special. One thing about Reyna is that she has excellent taste and a good eye.” Clem gave Kade a look. “You sure you have a chance?”

      “Yes, and I think she knows it, too.” Just saying it aloud seemed to give power to Kade’s instinct. He followed Clem into the shadowy shop, glancing around when the older man turned on the lights. It was jammed full of books, everything from leather-bound books to hardcovers to paperbacks. But the old wooden counter that was the cash desk had a glass case, one that Kade would have expected more in a jewelry shop than a bookstore. There were four books in there and he could see the gold on their leather bindings.

      Clem pulled on a pair of gloves then removed the dark blue one. “1889,” he murmured with reverence. “A first edition, signed by the editor.”

      “Not the author?” Kade asked, stepping closer to see.

      “Andrew Lang compiled these collections of fairy stories and folk tales from all over the world. Some of them were translated and some edited more than others. The books are all illustrated with line drawings.” Clem was carefully turning the pages so Kade could see those illustrations. “There are twelve books in this series, starting with this one, The Blue Fairy Book. The Folio Society published a series of new editions, but with different illustrations, and there have been some paperback versions, too.” He closed the book, resting his hand gently upon it. “But these are where it started.”

      Kade was amazed. The book looked almost new. The leather was faded on the spine but when Clem opened it, the interior pages were bright. “Was it ever opened?”

      “Not often. Not owned by a smoker either. It’s in excellent condition.” He put the book in front of Kade, still on the counter, and handed him a pair of gloves. “So the oil from your hands doesn’t damage it.”

      Kade put on the gloves as he studied the book. On the navy leather, there was a witch riding a broomstick in gold, pointing ahead of herself, with a shrouded full moon at the top right. He opened the book with the same care Clem had shown and looked at the first line illustrations. Prince Darling transformed into the monster. The old man shows the fishes to the princess. Cinderella’s Flight. They were beautiful, fanciful and completely enchanting. He supposed they should be. They actually reminded him of Reyna’s tattoos. “And she wants this.”

      Clem nodded. “I don’t blame her.”

      Kade removed the gloves and took a deep breath. He knew the price had to be high, or Reyna would have bought it already. She solved things herself. That was an important rule.

      He thought of how her confidence in his ability to be a good cop fed his own. He thought of how much he had healed already in her presence and knew without doubt that he wanted this woman in his life.

      The price was irrelevant. He would do what he needed to do to make this happen, to convince her to give them a chance.

      “I’m ready,” he said to Clem. “Tell me the price.”
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      Reyna was agitated.

      She was never agitated, not anymore. Being self-reliant and in control of her life meant that there were no stray variables to shake her up. She managed all the details and her life was serene.

      Or it had been until she’d invited Kade in the door.

      In fact, in hindsight, her life might have been a bit boring before Kade.

      Maybe she’d missed more than the feel of a man’s hands on her skin. Maybe she’d missed the unpredictability of sharing time with someone else, someone who didn’t always do what she wanted, someone who could turn her world upside down in a heartbeat.

      This was dangerous stuff. Kade was dangerous stuff. Reyna knew she was agitated because she felt that this fling was spiraling out of her control. That terrified her. If she couldn’t keep Kade at a distance, he might do a lot more than give her a big orgasm. He might really shake her world. Shatter it even.

      She might end up starting all over again.

      If she was lucky.

      She tied on a heavy apron—not a pretty one—got out her industrial rubber gloves and started to clean the ovens.

      She reminded herself as she scrubbed that she knew Kade wasn’t like Sean. She wouldn’t have asked him into her shop if he’d had one single thing in common with Sean.

      Well, there was one thing. He had a motorcycle.

      He looked great on his bike. That was another.

      He kissed like a god. That made three.

      Reyna scrubbed harder.

      Kade surprised her and had done it more than once. She exhaled and went after some tough burned residue. Okay, his surprises had made her laugh instead of leaving bruises. But still, the unpredictability was there.

      So was the excitement. She felt the same sense of being drawn into something she should be smart enough to avoid, and that was what agitated her.

      Like this dinner. It was a bad idea to spend more time with Kade, especially as he seemed determined to charm her. On the other hand, she couldn’t not go, because his plan to defend her reputation was a pretty good one.

      Even if the horse was out of the proverbial barn on that.

      Was she using his plan as an excuse to spend one more night with him? It wouldn’t have surprised her, given her weakness for that slow smile and that steady gaze.

      Shit. If only she hadn’t liked him so much.

      And that was the nut of it. She liked Kade. She trusted Kade. Her instincts were at odds with her experience, and that was chewing her up.

      Reyna had to resolve this and she would. She’d go for dinner, she’d dump him afterward, just like he’d suggested.

      Then she’d spend all night wishing she’d invited him in one last time.

      She shook her head, knowing it was true, and scrubbed harder. She also knew it was the right thing to do, the only thing to do, and she would do it.

      This dinner would be the end of her fling with Kade.

      No matter how persuasive he might prove to be.
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      Uncle Derek was sitting on the back porch, reading the Saturday newspaper the way he always did on Sunday morning. Kade nodded a greeting and was going to continue to the house, but his uncle cleared his throat. “She’s a nice girl.”

      Kade paused, recognizing that he was being told that the news had traveled. “She is.”

      His uncle looked over his paper. “Too nice to be used.”

      “I don’t have any intention of just using her,” Kade said. “She’s the One.”

      His uncle smiled. “Does she agree?”

      “No, but actions speak louder than words.”

      “And actions can move mountains.” He nodded at the parcel Kade was carrying, the wrapped book from Clem’s store. “Is that a gift then?”

      “It is. Clem says it’s the one book she wants, so I hope he’s right. Otherwise, I’m the proud owner of an expensive first edition book of fairy tales.”

      “You could probably sell it, if you had to.”

      “I hope I don’t need to.” Kade knew he’d probably tell Reyna to keep it, no matter what she decided to do about them.

      He really was a goner.

      His uncle closed the newspaper and set it aside. “Have you made any other decisions?”

      Kade knew what he was asking. His uncle had been a state trooper before his retirement and he was both the man who best understood Kade and Kade’s inspiration.

      Kade sat down in the other chair on the porch, the book in his lap. “I’m going back to Portland this week. I had dinner with Chris last night and am going to the shrink again on Wednesday. I went back to the range yesterday, too.”

      His uncle was studying him closely. “And?”

      “Better but still too much hesitation.” Kade shook his head, frustrated. “I’m going to beat this, Uncle Derek.”

      “I know. You’ve given it time, and now you need to give it determination.” Again, the older man surveyed Kade. “Is this business with Reyna tied up in that?”

      “It is. She’s so strong. It makes me want to be better, to be stronger myself, for her. I don’t want to let her down. Ever.”

      His uncle nodded and sat back. “She’s a very independent young woman.”

      “Someone hurt her, badly.”

      “No doubt. But it’s a big change to go from complete independence to having a partner in your life.” Uncle Derek picked up the newspaper again. “Don’t be too hard on her if she needs a little time. You need time to get past this incident. It’s a great healer, time.”

      Kade nodded. “I’ll miss dinner tonight, by the way. I’m taking Reyna to the lodge.”

      “To change her mind?”

      “Something like that. I might even make some progress.” The two men exchanged a smile. “Then I’ll head back into town in the morning.”

      “Guess I’ll have to finish the porch trim myself.”

      “I’ll be back, but you’ll probably have most of it done before then.”

      His uncle nodded and snapped his paper. “Best tell your aunt about dinner.”

      “I will.”

      “And good luck, Kade. Reyna’s a smart woman, too. I doubt she’ll let you slip away when it gets right down to it.”

      And when would that be? Kade hoped it would be soon, but he wasn’t sure. He just had to try and hope for the best. In the meantime, he’d get that next section of porch trim sanded and primed before he left.
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      Reyna found a note slipped under the front door of the shop later that afternoon. She’d ignored the knock on the door, calling herself a chicken as she did it, so she guessed who it was from. Her story was that she’d been cleaning the bathroom to a shine.

      It was true. Her house was spotless.

      The note was from Kade, of course.

      

      
        I made a reservation for seven.

        Meet you there?

        K

      

      

      Was he asking her to meet him at the lodge so she’d have her own vehicle there? She knew she was glad of the suggestion and had to think Kade had anticipated her reaction. She also knew it would be easier to look composed and independent if she arrived on her own. She ran her fingertip across his handwriting, knowing she would miss having her legs wrapped around him on the bike.

      But that would have only led her into temptation.

      Reyna sighed. Maybe he understood her too well.

      Maybe he was ready to end the fling, too.

      That was a depressing idea, even though it shouldn’t have been. She was just as tangled up about Kade as she’d been before, maybe worse.

      Clearly, she had to plan what she was going to wear.
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      Kade halfway thought Reyna wouldn’t show. He hadn’t been so nervous over a date since high school. He had a feeling that Reyna would look fabulous if she did show, and he wanted to keep his end of the deal. He had a dark suit, one that was still here because he’d worn it last at a funeral that he’d attended with his aunt and uncle. He gave it a brush and thought it looked pretty good.

      His aunt fussed over the collar of his shirt, insisting on giving it another press for him, which didn’t help at all. Still, he accepted her offer—to his uncle’s amusement—wanting to look his best. He even shaved the short beard he’d been cultivating, which won Aunt Louise’s hearty approval.

      His uncle studied him, and Kade guessed that man understood something had changed in Kade’s perspective. “Have a good trip back to the city, in case I don’t see you before the morning,” Uncle Derek said and they shook hands.

      “Don’t mess up the colors on that porch while I’m gone,” Kade teased, then tugged his leather jacket over the suit jacket and strode to his bike.

      The lodge was a huge timber building, one that had been given additions at will over the years. Kade guessed that the impressive foyer was a new addition, because its ceiling soared high and it had many large windows. With the fire glowing on the double-sided hearth and dozens of low lights, it was more than welcoming. The other side of the massive fireplace opened into the restaurant, which looked to have been built at the same time as the foyer. It shared that high ceiling and the large windows, as well as having the same gleaming dark wood floor. Enticing aromas carried from the kitchen, roast meat and garlic, and he realized he was hungry.

      The pretty girl at the desk suggested he leave his leather jacket and helmet with her. “It’s our version of a coat-check,” she said with a smile, indicating the room behind the desk. Kade was trying to figure out where he’d seen her before.

      He kept the book, which Clem had wrapped for him. “Have I seen you at Fran’s?”

      She smiled. “I’m her granddaughter. I wait tables there as well as working here.” Her eyes shone. “When I get done with school, that diner is going to change big-time.”

      Kade smiled. “I bet.” He didn’t think it was a good idea to mention the coffee and was saved from making conversation by Reyna’s arrival.

      She looked fantastic, but Kade wasn’t surprised by that. She was wearing a navy raincoat that had pink polka dots on the lining, which he saw when the girl offered to take the coat. Reyna was wearing a navy suit with a straight skirt and a string of pearls. Her lipstick was pale pink, as was her purse and her shoes—which weren’t sky-high heels.

      The shoes were a sign, he suspected. Red ones might have been interpreted as an invitation, as would stilettos. These shoes said he shouldn’t get his hopes up. His first reaction was that they looked as if he had a job interview with her.

      In a way, he supposed he did.

      Kade smiled when he met her gaze, wanting her to see that her message was received. There was another line in the sand and he respected that. Every date didn’t have to end with sex. He’d invited her to dinner and to talk. If anything else happened, that would be great, but he didn’t want her thinking that she owed him anything.

      “You look great,” he said and meant it.

      Her gaze flicked over him as she came to his side. He saw appreciation in her eyes and her lips curved in a smile. “So do you. I’m not really surprised that you clean up so well, though.” She raised one hand to his jaw, as if she couldn’t resist touching him.

      That had to be a good sign.

      “Thanks.” Kade smiled and kissed her fingertips, then gestured to the restaurant. She glanced at the package he was carrying, then walked ahead of him. “I hope you’re hungry, too.”

      “I’ve never eaten here,” she admitted. “I just supply them with cupcakes.”

      “I’ve been here only once. It was great.” He shook his head. “Even though I didn’t have dessert.”

      “Maybe you should,” Reyna said, a challenge in her eyes.

      “Maybe I should,” Kade agreed easily, holding her gaze. “It’s good to check your assumptions once in a while, don’t you think?”

      The waiter came so Reyna didn’t reply, but Kade knew she’d understood his meaning.

      The menu reminded Kade that the lodge was expensive, but he didn’t care. They were seated near the fire and there were only two other couples in the restaurant. He couldn’t hear their conversations due to the distance and the acoustics of the high ceiling. He liked the sense that their dinner was private.

      After they’d ordered and tasted the wine, Reyna met his gaze steadily. “This is the part where you change my mind, right?” She indicated the package. “By overwhelming me with a gift?”

      Kade didn’t resent her implication that her mind couldn’t be changed. “No. This is the part where you tell me why you make cupcakes,” he replied.

      She looked at the package.

      “Maybe it’s not for you,” he teased.

      Reyna smiled. “You’re sneaky.”

      “No, I’m Kade,” he replied deadpan, glad when she laughed. “Come on, tell me about cupcakes.”

      “What about them?”

      “How’d you end up making them your business?” He shrugged. “Why you make them. What you like about making them. Speak to me of cupcakes.”
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      Kade in a suit was very serious eye candy. Reyna wanted to stare and stare, then eat him up with a spoon. Maybe without a spoon. He looked even more handsome clean-shaven—and much more obviously not a bad boy.

      Well, except for the gleam in his eyes. He watched her as if she was amazing, and if she wasn’t careful, she could start believing he really thought that.

      Actually, she pretty much already did.

      The only mercy was that Lexi apparently wasn’t working. Reyna hadn’t caught a glimpse of her friend and she’d worried a bit late that Lexi might be their server. She didn’t have to worry about Lexi’s questions and assumptions tonight at least.

      Tomorrow would be another thing altogether. There was no way Lexi wouldn’t hear about this date and demand to know more.

      She became aware that Kade was patiently waiting for her reply.

      Cupcakes. “Well, they’re trendy,” she offered.

      “You must have had a better reason than that to start your business.”

      “Yes and no. I wanted to run my own business, and I wanted it to succeed. I didn’t want to take half a dozen tries to get it right. So, I made a list of what I do well, then edited it down to the things that I’d like to do over and over again.”

      Kade bit back a smile.

      Reyna pointed her fork at him. “I didn’t know you then, so that didn’t make the list.”

      He grinned and she realized too late that she’d encouraged him when she hadn’t meant to—even if it was true.

      “And it’s tacky to do it for money,” she added.

      “Good point,” he agreed with a playful wink. Their appetizers came, a salad for her and the soup of the day for Kade. He waited until the waiter was gone again. “I’m going to guess that you looked at the market with that list in your hand.”

      “I did. I like to bake. My grandmother taught me and we always baked together. I also always liked art class although I never found a particular discipline I loved.” Reyna shrugged. “I didn’t have a lot of opportunity to pursue that.”

      “Limited programming at your school?”

      “Something like that,” she ceded, deliberately being vague. What would Kade think if he learned she’d never finished high school? She knew that his aunt Louise had been a high school teacher. He wouldn’t be impressed and it might even turn him off, but Reyna wasn’t in a hurry to confess that shortcoming all the same. “So, I looked for something that was just starting to go big. If I was doing it today, I might choose macarons, although they might not run so hot for so long.” At Kade’s blank look, she smiled. “I’m convinced that part of what gives cupcakes longevity as a trend is that there are so many ways to decorate them. Just when I think they’ll slide out of view, someone somewhere does something brilliantly creative and they get another second wind.”

      “They’re portable,” he noted.

      “Yes. The single serving thing is a big part of it. The packaging is part of it. They can be an indulgence, but not an expensive one. They can also be an addiction, and I have my regulars. They can be festive for really any occasion. Kids love them. There are lots of reasons for their popularity.”

      “And you like making them?”

      Reyna smiled. “You know, I really do. Even when they’re elaborately decorated, each one is a small project that can be completed and admired. I like the challenge of coming up with new flavors and designs and themes.”

      “What else?” he prompted.

      “I like the people. I like how much joy my cupcakes can give them, although that sounds silly.”

      “It doesn’t sound silly at all. What could be better than to create something and have people be glad about it?” He finished his soup. “What about weddings?”

      “Those, actually, are my favorites, because the individual cupcakes come together to be something bigger.”

      “Like the peacock.”

      “Exactly! And people get really excited about those. I think there were as many pictures of the peacock as of the bride at that wedding.”

      “Novelty,” Kade guessed. “There’s a bride at every wedding but not necessarily a peacock made of cupcakes.”

      Reyna found herself laughing again. “Maybe that’s it. Either way, I have a lot more fun with this than I expected, which is a good thing. Making a living doing what you love is just about as good as it gets.”

      “I can relate to that,” Kade said. “In fact, we have that philosophy in common.”

      The waiter came again and Reyna considered Kade’s words. That was his scheme. He was looking for common ground between them, maybe to prove to her that they would be good together. It wasn’t a bad strategy, and she suspected he’d find a lot.

      Except their expectations for the future. Those were diametrically opposed.

      How could she show him that?

      The waiter left and they were alone again, with their wine.

      Reyna decided to be direct. “You’re looking for things we have in common.”

      Kade nodded. “Of course. How else would I make you reconsider?”

      “We might have a lot in common that brings us together, but there’s one thing that drives us apart.”

      “Our hopes for the future,” he said easily. “You want to be alone, making cupcakes in Honey Hill and driving them to Portland. I could be happy getting my job back and doing what I love every day for the rest of my life, but I want more.” He met her gaze again. “I think you should, too. I think you deserve it.”

      “You’re not going to say that I deserve you?”

      Kade didn’t smile. “No, because whether you decide to give us a chance or not, I don’t think you should choose to be alone. I think you should fall in love with somebody—although admittedly I’d like that person to be me—and be wildly happy, in addition to making cupcakes that bring joy to others.”

      Reyna stared at him, a lump rising in her throat. “I don’t think that’s possible.”

      “I don’t think you want it to be possible,” Kade said, then leaned closer, his gaze searching. “I think you’re afraid, and given what I know about you, you probably have a really good reason for that. It doesn’t change the fact that it’s not your nature to hide or be fearful. I think you should reclaim whatever was stolen from you, that you should spit into the wind and take a chance and fall in love.”

      It was strange to hear Kade say something so similar to what Chynna had said.

      Reyna’s chest was so tight that she didn’t think she could take a breath. “I don’t think that’s possible,” she whispered.

      “You, Reyna Tate, are telling me that something is impossible?” Kade asked with skepticism, then shook his head. “It’s not impossible. You don’t want to try, which is a completely different thing.”

      There was a sizzling sound as the waiter brought their steaks. They smelled delicious, although Reyna wasn’t sure she was hungry anymore. The steaks were served with little roasted potatoes rolled in butter and parsley, and grilled vegetables. The presentation was very attractive. The waiter confirmed that the steaks were cooked as they liked, garnished them with fresh ground pepper, and then was gone again.

      Reyna knew that Kade was still waiting for her reply, but they began to eat. He was giving her time to think, time to decide how much she wanted to tell him, if she wanted to confide in him at all. She admired that about him and admitted that patience was one trait she knew she needed in a man.

      Kade had more than one trait she admired.

      “Isn’t there something to be said for being once burned and twice shy?” she asked finally.

      “Sure. But you’re not the kind of person who accepts no for an answer. You wouldn’t have built a business if you gave up that easily. Why do you give up on this one thing and nothing else? I know you have a reason.”

      “What makes you think I’ll share it with you?”

      “Nothing. Nothing at all.” He smiled at her. “But if I’m going to challenge your conclusion about flings and things, I need to go right to the root of it.”

      “And do you take no for an answer?”

      He sobered. “Yes. Whatever you decide is how it will be. If you say no, I’ll be gone for good.”

      Reyna didn’t want to think about that.

      On the other hand, she couldn’t think about offering more either.

      She put down her fork, feeling even more unsettled than she had earlier.

      “I thought you’d say you were going to fight for what you wanted,” she reminded him.

      He gave her a shrewd look. “I am fighting for it, Reyna, but with words. Things aren’t made with force.” He held her gaze for a potent moment and she was sure he’d guessed her secret.

      She started to eat again, not really tasting the food even though she knew it was delicious. “If this is about getting to know each other, tell me about yourself.”

      “Not much to tell. I’m a cop, but you know that.”

      “But not why you decided to be one.”

      “I always wanted to be a police officer. When we were kids, it was always the part I wanted to play. I used to direct traffic in the house.” Kade smiled at the memory. “My mom said I just liked the idea of the whole world being organized.”

      “I can see that.”

      “I like being on the side of justice and right. I like being the good guy.”

      Reyna nodded. “I can see that, too. You have family?”

      “Well, you know my aunt and uncle.”

      “Wasn’t Derek a state trooper before he retired?”

      “Yes, and he played a big part in my decision. He’s the one who taught me to shoot, too. My aunt was a teacher before she retired. Elementary school, in Bangor.” Kade pursed his lips. “My parents were both teachers in Portland. Now, they’re retired and have moved to Florida. My mom does yoga on the beach and collects seashells, as well as terrorizing her local bridge group and book club. My dad golfs to his heart’s content.”

      It was so stereotypical and yet alien to Reyna. His childhood and family sounded wonderful, so much like what she’d wanted for years but never had.

      Instead of showing her they were similar, Kade was illuminating their differences.

      “Sounds like they’re happy,” she said, feeling as if the evening was sliding downhill.

      “I think they are. And I have a younger brother, Thom. He’s the most brilliant, creative, and restless person I’ve ever known.”

      Reyna laughed despite herself, mainly because of Kade’s bewildered expression. “What does that mean?”

      “Thom doesn’t do anything the way you’d expect. He colors outside of all the lines. He got his degree, for example, but didn’t even look for a job in his field.”

      “Which was?”

      “Architecture. Instead, he decided to travel. He joined some society, the Travelers Century Club, and was determined to visit a hundred countries as quickly as possible. They list over three hundred, so his next choice after that was kind of predictable.”

      Reyna guessed. “He wants to visit them all.”

      Kade nodded. “He’s somewhere over two hundred now. There’s probably another batch of postcards in my mailbox.” At Reyna’s glance, he continued. “He sends one from each country and I save them for him. They’re his back-up evidence, since customs officials don’t always stamp passports.”

      “So where is he now?”

      “Either heading east to Egypt or south to South Africa. The last postcard was from Morocco.”

      “How does he finance it?” She halfway thought he’d say that his parents were footing the bill, so his answer surprised her.

      “Well, he worked for an ecotourism company for a while, but the problem was that they wanted him to stay in one territory and guide the same trip over and over again. He started to build up his social media accounts while he was there. I think that happened organically, because he’s a really good photographer. One time when he was home, a friend joked that he should do something like in that movie, Amélie, where the stewardess photographed a garden gnome all over the world, and he ran with it.”

      “He’s travelling with a garden gnome?”

      “No. LEGO Batman and Robin. They’re more portable.”

      Reyna laughed out loud. “He sounds like a character.”

      “He is.” Kade pulled out his phone and navigated to a webpage, then gave Reyna his phone. It had to be his brother’s Instagram site, because LEGO Batman and Robin were traveling the world. Even better, the toys were posed to create optical illusions—like them holding up the Eiffel Tower. She giggled as she scrolled through the photographs and glanced up to find Kade looking grim.

      “Too bad my brother’s so interesting,” he murmured and she smiled that he was jealous.

      She handed back the phone. “I’m going to guess that he’s single with a travel schedule like that.”

      “My mom wants that to change, for sure.” He met her gaze. “You never know. He might meet the woman who’s the one for him and everything could fall into place.” Their gazes clung for a potent moment, then Reyna frowned and looked away.

      “You could check his social media and see which direction he’s headed.”

      “I could. I kind of like the postcards, though, and the surprise. Do you have brothers and sisters?

      Reyna shook her head. “No. No family left.”

      “Hey, I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It’s just life.”

      He studied her for a moment, then nodded toward her plate. “The steak isn’t right?” he asked, because she had eaten only half of it.

      “Not as hungry as I thought,” Reyna said with a smile. “Thank you. It was delicious.”

      “You could probably take it home and use it for a sandwich tomorrow.” He looked disappointed and Reyna didn’t want to insult him, but she knew she couldn’t eat another bite.

      “That’s a good idea.”

      “Mind if I finish mine?”

      “Why would I?”

      “Well, you are a goddess who can’t be seen in her bath,” he said. “And a lot of goddesses are also royalty. Thom told me that when you dine with the queen, when she’s done, everyone has to stop eating.”

      “Did he dine with the queen?”

      “No, but he’s ready.”

      Reyna smiled. “I’m just a goddess, not a queen.”

      “Could have fooled me.” His gaze was warm with admiration and she found herself blushing.

      “Well, it is what my name means.”

      “See? I knew it.”

      Kade was such a nice guy.

      She didn’t deserve him.

      Reyna sipped her wine and thought about her conviction of that. Kade was right about her in one way. She didn’t want to try—not because she was afraid of him but because she didn’t want to hurt him. She was afraid of the damage she might do to him. She knew she wouldn’t be able to maintain a relationship so she didn’t want to screw it up, not when the guy in question was so very nice. What was it like to be part of a normal family? Reyna had no idea. She knew she wouldn’t be able to live up to Kade’s expectations of a relationship, because her life had been so different from his. It was only a matter of time before she blew it.

      She wouldn’t be the one to break Kade’s heart.

      “I don’t think I can manage dessert, after all,” he said when he put down his knife and fork.

      “You planned it that way,” Reyna teased, trying to lighten the mood. “Because you think you’re sweet enough already.”

      “Maybe I really am.” He glanced up as the waiter headed toward them. “Do you want coffee?”

      “No, I’ll just finish my wine, thanks.”

      The waiter cleared the table and topped up their glasses with the rest of the wine in the bottle. Reyna started to protest, but Kade lifted a finger. “You need a bit more so we can celebrate this.”

      And he offered the wrapped package he’d brought.

      “You didn’t have to buy me anything.”

      “I know, but I wanted to. It can be an ending or a beginning. Your choice. Either way, it’s yours.”

      As soon as Reyna accepted the package, she knew it was a book. Her heart dropped. She felt the thickness of it and the weight, and caught her breath. Where would Kade get a book on a Sunday in Honey Hill?

      At Clem’s.

      Which meant she had a pretty good idea what book it was.

      “You shouldn’t have,” she whispered.

      “I did.” He saluted her with his wine. “Go on. Open it.”

      Reyna’s hands were shaking as she opened the paper, which smelled exactly like Clem’s shop. The Blue Book of Fairies. She gasped at the sight of it, even though she’d been sure what was inside before she unwrapped it. The book was sealed in clear plastic, just to ensure that nothing damaged it, and she ran her hands over it, wanting to open it but knowing she should wait until it was safely in her library. Her eyes were filled with tears that Kade had guessed the perfect gift and hadn’t even cared about the price.

      Reyna’s throat was tight. She couldn’t believe the treasure she was holding in her hands. Kade was watching her, concerned with her reaction to his gift, and she knew that she owed him a lot more than a kiss on the cheek, a word of thanks or even a wild night of sex.

      She owed him the truth of her own story.

      Then he’d come to the same conclusion she had.

      If there was a perfect man in the world, he was sitting across the table from her.

      Which meant she had to explain to him just how imperfect she was.
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      Something changed.

      Kade saw it in Reyna’s eyes.

      She’d looked for a second as if she was going to cry at the sight of the book, but then she squared her shoulders and swallowed. She blinked back her tears and set the book down with reverence, unable to keep herself from running a hand across the cover.

      Just the way she’d run her hand across him a few times.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, then looked him in the eye. “You can’t know how much this means to me.”

      “Clem said you wanted it.”

      “I do, but he never knew why. Nobody knows why, except one person who’s dead and one who should be.” She swallowed again. “I’d like to tell you, if you think you have time.”

      “I have all the time in the world,” Kade replied.

      “Once upon a time,” Reyna began. “There was a little girl. She had a mother and father, but no brothers or sisters. She wasn’t lonely because they lived on a military base, and there were lots of other children to play with. She also loved books and learned to read when she was very young. Her grandmother, who lived so far away that she might have lived on the moon, would send books to the little girl. They were beautiful books, filled with illustrations of the characters in the stories. Between the stories and the pictures, the little girl felt as if she became part of each story when she read it. Books were a portal to another world for her, a world that she came to love more than the one in which she lived.

      “By the time the little girl was five, her parents fought regularly. They argued all the time, it seemed, and she escaped into the world of her books more and more often. When her mother moved out, she wasn’t sure whether to be frightened or relieved. After that, her life was divided between home with her father on the base and weekends with her mother in the city. Again, she had the sense of different worlds. On the base with her father, she could do whatever she wanted and go wherever she wanted. Her father wasn’t much for schedules and regular mealtimes. They ate when they were hungry. He cooked simple meals, usually in one pot, and they washed up the dishes together. He was always ready to get back to his motorcycles—he fixed them as a hobby—and she always yearned for her books.

      “In contrast to the quiet ease of that life, visits to her mother were tightly scheduled and jam-packed events. Her mom lived in Manhattan and had a good job. She dressed in tailored suits, and never left her apartment without looking perfect. She took the little girl shopping, bought her clothes, took her out for meals in restaurants and instructed her on table manners and etiquette. The little girl often thought of the new recruits at the base on their first drills when she was in the city. Worse, there was no time for reading there. The one place her mother never took her was into bookstores.

      “She also spent two weeks each summer at her grandmother’s house in the country. It was an old house that had been lovingly maintained, surrounded by a huge garden. Her grandmother—who was her mother’s mother—kept bees and grew vegetables. She made jam and pickles and canned produce for the winter. She cooked food that was totally different from what the little girl ate everywhere else. She had chickens, too. Best of all, one room of her house was entirely filled with books. The little girl was allowed to read whatever she wanted, and she gorged on books for two glorious weeks each and every summer. In some ways, she felt like she was only really alive in that house.”

      “Which was where she learned to bake,” Kade suggested when Reyna’s words faltered.

      “Exactly!” she agreed and stroked the book. “It was also where she began to love fairy tales, where everything worked out in the end, regardless of how unhappy the characters were at the beginning. Her grandmother read to her from her own collection of fairy tales, starting with this very book.”

      Kade nodded, understanding a little more about the volume’s importance to her.

      “And so it went until the little girl turned ten. Her father was deployed on a peacekeeping mission and chose to send her to live with her mother in the city. It wasn’t an easy time, since the mother wasn’t accustomed to having a child around anymore and she often worked late. The girl was sent to a school in the city that was entirely different from what she knew. They wore uniforms and they all knew each other already. As the new girl, she was ostracized and often picked on. It was in this period that the girl became both rebellious and secretive. It started with her visiting those bookstores and buying books, hiding them in her room. She went places she wasn’t supposed to go, knowing her mother would never learn the difference. She made friends with other outcasts in the school and learned things that would have horrified her parents.”

      “I expect that’s true of most teenagers.”

      Reyna smiled. “The only constant was that her grandmother kept sending her books.”

      “Fairy tales,” he guessed.

      She nodded. “When the word came that her father had been killed, that he wouldn’t ever be coming home again, the mother worked harder and longer. The little girl was twelve. It didn’t seem to her like her story could ever end happily, so she stopped reading. She became more openly rebellious and soon it was mother and daughter who were fighting every night.”

      Reyna paused. Kade watched as she turned a spoon on the table and chose her words. He could see that there were tears in her eyes and remained silent, honored that she was trusting him with her story. She frowned at the tablecloth and her words were soft when she finally continued. “She saw her mother die. They were arguing on a Tuesday night, her mother forbidding the girl to see some friend or other and the girl fought back. She threw a dish so that it shattered against the wall and her mother’s eyes flashed with fury. It wasn’t just because the dish was broken. It was because she had made a mess. She stood tall, defiant, knowing her mother would yell even louder. Her mother opened her mouth to shout and raised a finger, but the words never crossed her lips.”

      Kade was horrified.

      Reyna licked her lips. “Instead, her expression became confused. She seemed to fold in on herself, and she clenched her fist, clutching at her chest. She fell to her knees, gasped, and then dropped to the floor. She made a horrible choking sound, then whispered the little girl’s name. She didn’t seem to be breathing by the time the little girl got to her side, and she certainly wasn’t breathing when the ambulance came. The little girl stood in the corner of the room and watched the paramedics, feeling cold and alone and frightened.”

      Poor kid. Reyna had all of Kade’s sympathy. “Where did she live next?” he asked quietly when Reyna fell silent.

      She straightened. “She was sent to the moon, to her grandmother’s house in the country, where no one ever shouted, where there were lots of books to read, and where the chickens had to be fed every day. Her grandmother didn’t ask her questions or demand that she talk about any of it. She gave the little girl jobs to do and praised her when she did them well, sent her to the local school, which was small and friendly. The girl rediscovered the collection of fairy tales and they seemed more plausible to her again. For a while, it was enough.”

      Kade braced himself for another dark turn in her story.

      “The little girl wasn’t so little at sixteen when she caught the eye of the one boy in town said to be trouble. To be fair, he had a motorcycle and he looked a teeny bit like her father, and the sight of him reminded her of something sweet and good that she’d lost forever. Maybe that was why she stared so openly at him. Or maybe it was just that she was of an age to be looking for a prince, and he was both handsome and charming. Her grandmother didn’t approve of him, because she said that what’s inside is more important than what’s on the surface. She warned the girl and they argued for the first time, the girl’s interest in this boy tainting a relationship that had always been good.”

      Kade sipped his wine and said nothing.

      “The boy found the girl when she was crying about it, discovering her in weakness as such boys often manage to do, and persuaded her to run away with him. He convinced her to go immediately, before she could reconsider the wisdom of the plan, and it was exciting. They fled to the city on his motorcycle and, for a day or two, it was a thrilling adventure. She got her first tattoo.” Reyna touched the top of her arm, where Kade knew there was a fairy that looked a bit like Tinkerbell. She frowned. “Then he took her virginity and lost interest in her, and she woke up alone in a cheap hotel to find that he had stolen her money, too. She was alone and embarrassed and felt foolish for not listening to her grandmother’s advice.”

      She looked so dejected that Kade had to try to encourage her. “Don’t a lot of people in fairy tales get robbed before they find their way in the world?”

      Reyna smiled thinly. “The girl was afraid to go back to that country house, but mostly she was too proud to admit that she’d been wrong. She began to make a life for herself in the city. It wasn’t easy. She took any job she could get but eventually, she ended up waiting tables and sharing a tiny apartment with several other young women like herself. The first thing she bought when she had a spare dollar was a used book, a battered volume of fairy tales, and she read that book so many times that it practically fell apart.”

      “Why did the grandmother read fairy tales?” Kade asked gently when she paused again, knowing that he was really asking about her own taste.

      “Because they’re about hope. Everyone gets to live happily ever after.” Reyna traced a line on the tablecloth with that spoon. “And they’re about transformation, about becoming the person you’re meant to be, sometimes at great cost.” Her gaze flicked to his. “Sometimes you have to sacrifice the treasure to win the princess. Or the other way around. Nothing comes for free.”

      He nodded, understanding.

      “When the girl had saved a little bit of money, she had her first tattoo amended. It had been cheap and crude, but there was a tattoo artist on the next block. Her name was Chynna and when Reyna explained the issue, she made the tattoo beautiful.”

      The fairy, Kade remembered, was perched on an elaborate letter O in a script that said ‘Once upon a time...’

      “And she wouldn’t let me pay for it,” Reyna continued, abandoning the idea that the story was about anyone else. “I started to work for her, running errands, cleaning the shop, doing whatever she needed doing, as well as waiting tables elsewhere, and she paid me in ink. Chynna was the one who told me to contact my grandmother. I did, although it wasn’t easy, and she started to send me books again.” Reyna swallowed. “She sent me this book first, and I knew that I was forgiven. You should have seen me cry.”

      Kade wondered if she still had that book in her library. But if she did, she wouldn’t have been admiring another copy. What had happened to her grandmother’s book? Nothing good, he’d guess. “Did you go back to visit her?”

      Reyna shook her head slowly. “No. I never had enough money for that trip and I wouldn’t let her pay for it—and then, I met him.”

      Everything in Kade tightened at the change in her tone. He had a pretty good idea what kind of guy the young Reyna had met.

      “Another one,” she acknowledged, probably seeing the direction of his thoughts. “Another bad boy with a motorcycle. Another handsome guy with persuasive charm. Another guy I couldn’t resist. And at the beginning, it was just as thrilling of an adventure. I moved in with him and thought it was my happy ending. He told me how lucky I was, and I believed it.”

      She rubbed her arms as if she were cold and it took her a long time to continue. When she did, her voice was soft. “I remember the first time he hit me. It astonished me and I fought back, but not for long. He had a way of making sure that resistance was punished. He liked a fight first. It turned him on. But the more I fought, the rougher he was. I look back now and I’m amazed by my weakness, but he had been telling me repeatedly how worthless I was. I had started to believe it. I truly thought that I couldn’t survive without him. In hindsight, I know that it was a persistent level of emotional abuse and very effective. I lost my confidence. I lost the ability to make decisions on my own. He called me incompetent and unreliable, and I became both, simply because I believed him.”

      Kade didn’t like this turn of the story. He’d seen too many guys like this.

      “That was when he started to take my money, demanding it as soon as I stepped in the door, telling me it was for my own good. I argued with him, although it was a more feeble objection than it should have been. Maybe in my heart, I feared he was right. He broke my wrist that night for my defiance.” She took a shaking breath. “The next time I came home, he’d shredded my favorite books, the ones from my grandmother. He left them in pile to make sure I saw them and then he burned them before my eyes. He told me that was the price of ingratitude, that he was taking care of me and I needed to acknowledge it.”

      She stroked the book again and her voice dropped lower. “The only one he kept back was this one, because he knew it was the most important. He said that every time I defied him, he’d tear out a page and burn it.” Reyna shook her head and her tears fell, but she didn’t seem to notice. “I didn’t believe him, but he did it. Right in front of me.” She swallowed. “The destruction of my books shattered me, just the way he knew it would. Seeing him outside my place of work, watching to make sure I didn’t run, destroyed any urge to flee. I knew that if I ran and he caught me, I might not survive his lesson. I knew I was trapped forever. And I couldn’t leave that book. He’d chosen the perfect bait.”

      “But in fairy tales, there’s always an escape,” Kade suggested quietly.

      Her smile was fleeting. “That’s what Chynna said. She’d urged me to leave from the beginning, but I was trapped before I recognized the truth. She wrote to my grandmother when I couldn’t do it, and the new books were delivered to Chynna’s shop instead. Sean thought my grandmother had forgotten me and he was gleeful about that. I had a little secret stash at Chynna’s and I lived in terror that he would find out about it. On the other hand, its existence gave me hope. He started to burn pages from the blue book, just to terrorize me, not for any transgressions on my part. Just because he could. I hated him so much. Chynna started to pay me a wage, but she held it back, another secret stash that Sean couldn’t take from me.” Reyna smiled a little and raised a hand to the back of her neck. “She gave me the butterfly tattoo on my back so I would have the strength to be free. When he burned the tenth or the twelfth page and I was a wreck, she said the moment would come and insisted I should run.”

      “Did you believe her?”

      “Not really.” Reyna sighed. “And then my grandmother died, and I felt as if the world had ended. I’d let her down by never going back to visit, and by ignoring her advice. She hadn’t been well at the end, although I hadn’t known it. She would never admit to weakness like that.”

      “You came by that honestly, then,” Kade said lightly.

      “She’d sold the house, making the kind of deal you can only make in the country, that she could live in it until she died and then the farmer next door would take possession. The lawyer wrote to me at Chynna’s place, a certified letter sent overnight, telling me to come. I wouldn’t have gone, but Chynna insisted. She said it was my chance. She packed my books and gave me the cash she’d put aside for me. She gave me clothes and pushed a train ticket into my hand, escorting me out the back door of her shop and off to Grand Central Terminal. I was sure he would show up and intervene, but he never did.”

      “Too much trouble to chase you?”

      “Maybe. I don’t think he knew for certain what had happened until it was over. It’s possible that Chynna lied to him.”

      “What a good friend.”

      “The best.” Reyna sighed. “The funeral was nice. Small but heartfelt. Afterward, the lawyer told me that I was her sole heir, that the books were in storage and that the money was all mine. I knew it was my chance, just like Chynna had said. I didn’t go back to New York, not until last March. I went to Portland, looking for a place to recreate what I’d loved about my grandmother’s farm, and met Lexi there.” She swallowed. “I never saw Sean again.”

      “Why’d you go back to New York this spring?”

      “Lexi wanted to have an adventure in the city, to celebrate Olivia finishing grad school. I was afraid, but I thought it was time to take a chance. I can’t surrender the whole of New York to him. It’s been three years. I don’t want to live in fear.” Her features set with the resolve he had come to associate with her. “I won’t live in fear. Not for him.”

      “It must have been frightening to be there.” Kade watched her closely, awed by her strength and determination.

      “Terrifying.” Reyna straightened.  “Which was why I went back a month later to have Chynna color the butterfly.”

      “In the same neighborhood?”

      Reyna smiled. “No, her shop has moved. Totally different part of town. I don’t think I would have had the nerve if she’d still been at Imagination Ink in Chinatown.” Her eyes widened slightly. “Still, I was really glad to get back on that train.”

      Kade reached across the table and touched her hand. “You’re the strongest person I’ve ever known, Reyna.”

      Her gaze searched his, as if she didn’t believe him, then she pulled her hand away. “I’m scarred, Kade. I can’t give you what you want from me. I can’t be the person you want me to be.”

      “You already are.”

      “You don’t mean that. You can’t mean that.”

      Kade smiled. “But I do. Come on. Let me show you.”

      She swallowed and didn’t move. “I think I would only let you down. It would just be a matter of time.” Her tears welled and this time, she couldn’t stop them. They spilled down her cheeks and her mascara smeared. “I won’t be the one to hurt you, Kade.”

      That was enough.

      “No, you won’t,” he said with resolve and waved for the check. He was glad he had a clean handkerchief and gave it to her, paid the bill, then guided her out of the restaurant. He felt protective and as surly as a bear, wishing he could find this Sean bastard and rip his throat out for him. He wanted to make everything right in Reyna’s world, but instead he got their coats and asked for her keys, expecting a fight.

      It was indicative of how upset she was that she let him take control of the situation and drive her home in her own truck.

      Kade knew it. She clutched the book to her chest as they rode back to Honey Hill in silence and he also suspected that his opportunity to argue his side was done.
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      It was the first time in a long time that Reyna knew she couldn’t rely upon herself to get through a situation.

      She was a wreck.

      And she was glad that Kade took charge. He bustled her out of the lodge and into her truck, then drove to her house. They rode in silence and she appreciated that he didn’t say things that were intended to make her feel better and would inevitably fail. She suspected that he finally understood the difference between them and why they had no future.

      Maybe that made him a little sad, too.

      Either way, she took the opportunity to blow her nose and stop her tears. When she felt a little more composed, she redid her lipstick and did the best she could to repair the smeared eye make-up.

      “I should wear waterproof,” she said under her breath, trying to lighten things up.

      “Is there such a thing?”

      “I guess it’s good you don’t know much about mascara.”

      Kade smiled, but didn’t look at her. She studied his profile for a long moment, then sighed. “So, now you know.”

      “Thank you for telling me.”

      “Thank you for the book.” She touched it again, amazed that it was in her lap, and knew she had to do the right thing. “I’m sure Clem would buy it back from you. He said he had a lot of interest in it.”

      Kade frowned. “Why would he buy it back from me?”

      “Well, I assume it doesn’t fit into your collection...”

      “I gave it to you, Reyna.” She was surprised that Kade sounded angry. “It was a gift.”

      “But our fling is done. You have to see that now...”

      “It’s yours,” he said, biting off the words.

      Reyna frowned. “I don’t think I can accept it. It’s too much.”

      “You did accept it, and you told me a story, your story. We’re even, if you’re keeping score.” He parked behind her kitchen and turned to her. His eyes were impossibly dark, and she couldn’t guess his thoughts although she felt the thrum of tension in him. “I asked for one chance and you gave it to me. I’m going to guess that I didn’t change your mind.” He offered her the keys to the truck, and she instinctively put out her hand. He dropped them into her palm. “Good night, Reyna.”

      Then he got out of the truck. He came around to her side and opened the door for her, which gave her about three seconds to think of something to say. “Aren’t you coming in?”

      “Did I change your mind?”

      “No. But we could...”

      “No, we can’t. We can only do that if we’re having a thing.” She felt him studying her but when she remained silent, he reached into his pocket. He took out a business card, and she caught a glimpse of the logo of the police department on it before he turned it over and wrote on the back. “If you change your mind, you know where to find me.” He put the card in her hand, but she still didn’t say anything.

      “I don’t think that you would hurt me, Reyna, and I don’t believe that we couldn’t make it work. You have to believe it, though, or at least want to try.” The silence stretched between them again and she reminded herself that this was what she wanted. “If you change your definitions, let me know.”

      “You’ll be back,” she said when he had turned away. “You won’t give up this easily.”

      Kade glanced back and shook his head. “We had a deal and I keep my word. I asked for one date then said you could choose.” Reyna met his gaze then, wanting to believe him. Heat flared in his eyes, but he turned away. “You’ve chosen. I’m going. You know where to find me if you want me to come back.”

      She held the card and the book, listening to the sound of his footsteps on the gravel after he was out of sight. She tipped her head back to look at the stars and felt her tears rise again. She had what she wanted. She’d told him the truth. She hadn’t made any promises she couldn’t keep.

      Then why did she feel as if the world had just ended?

      It would pass. Reyna was sure of it. She had just been looking forward to more great sex. She had to get used to being without Kade sooner or later, so starting now just made sense.

      Too bad she wasn’t convinced.
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      Kade felt like he was jet-propelled all week long. He was ruthlessly efficient, organized, and on his game. His uncle gave him a ride to the lodge Monday morning and he picked up his bike, then rode back into Portland. He was so annoyed with Reyna that he didn’t even glance at her house. He was determined not to think about her, but instead, he thought about her all the time.

      He was disappointed in her choice. He thought she was so strong but she refused to take one little chance. He knew she’d been hurt and he knew she was reacting to her experience. But he wished she’d been able to make one little move in his direction, taken one little step.

      He wanted her to want him enough to try.

      But she’d chosen and he’d promised. He wasn’t going to forget her but he wasn’t going to harass her either.

      She could come to him if she wanted.

      Kade didn’t believe she would.

      He went to the shooting range and was frustrated by the lack of change. He eyed the target for what seemed like an eternity as he planned the first shot. The other five followed in quick succession. At least his aim was still good: three in the forehead and three in the heart of the paper target. Each trio of holes were so close that the bullets might have passed through the same one. Kade turned to find his captain watching in silence.

      “You’re hesitating,” that man said.

      Kade nodded. “I have another appointment with Psych on Wednesday, sir.”

      “I’ll bet it feels like forever between aiming and taking that first shot.”

      “It does, sir.”

      “It’s not nearly as long of a delay as that. It’s not ideal, but it’s not as bad as you think it is. Why don’t you come back and do some time on the desk? Getting back in the rhythm might keep you from overthinking this.”

      “Okay.” Truth be told, Kade was glad to have something concrete to do.

      “I’ll add you to shift rotation for Thursday. Okay?”

      “Great. Thank you, sir.” The older man’s confidence fed Kade’s own, and helped him to believe that, professionally, things were coming together.

      Too bad his personal life bit the wall.

      He’d get past this, though, and that might make all the difference.

      Reyna was a whole other thing and worse, it was an issue he couldn’t resolve himself.
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      Reyna was delivering cupcakes to the lodge on Thursday when Lexi appeared in the doorway. “Ha!” she said, her eyes shining. “You thought you could escape the inquisition!”

      Reyna handed her a tray of cupcakes. “Hardly. The only reason I didn’t answer the phone was that I was decorating cupcakes.”

      “And the second time?”

      “I was in the bathroom.”

      “The third?”

      Reyna paused and turned to look at her friend. “I thought it would be better to talk to you in person.”

      “You’re right. I want to see all the hints of things you aren’t telling me.”

      “Business first.” Reyna took another tray and kicked the back door of the truck closed. They went into the kitchen of the lodge and Gabe checked the cupcakes against the order. He admired the new lemon cream ones, signed off on the delivery, then got the check for Reyna’s last bill. Lexi was practically bouncing with curiosity beside Reyna the whole time.

      “I’ve had phones that didn’t vibrate as well as you,” Reyna complained.

      “Only phones?” Lexi said and they laughed together as Lexi dragged Reyna into the deserted restaurant. She gave Reyna a poke toward a chair. “Kade Sullivan. You don’t need a vibrator when you’ve got him naked in your shop.”

      Ah, so she had heard Mrs. Foster’s story, too.

      “He wasn’t naked.”

      “That’s not what I heard.”

      “He’d been naked, but he was wearing a towel by then.” Reyna knew she was blushing. “He was making coffee.”

      “Energy for a second round,” Lexi concluded with a wise nod. “Or a third?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Yes! This is the most interesting thing that’s happened around here in months, and you didn’t even tell me you were doing him.”

      “I only did him twice.”

      Lexi looked skeptical. “Sure.”

      “Two different occasions. Multiple times.”

      “Aha.” Lexi leaned across the table. “And when’s the next time?”

      “There isn’t going to be one.”

      “He bought you dinner here, took you home, and now you say you’re done? Not nice, Reyna.”

      “I said we were done before that.”

      “Then you did him again?” Lexi lifted a brow. “The man is getting mixed messages.”

      “No, he isn’t,” Reyna said firmly. “I said no relationship.”

      “Two occasions is a relationship.”

      “No, it isn’t! I said that was it and he invited me to dinner to argue his side.”

      “He wants a relationship.”

      “He did. I told him why it wouldn’t work.”

      “Did he believe you?”

      Reyna had to pause. “I don’t think so.”

      “But he’s gone to Portland. When’s he coming back to Honey Hill?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe never.”

      Lexi studied her in silence. “And you’re good with this?”

      “It was a fling not a thing.”

      “When are you going to Portland?”

      “Not soon.”

      Lexi shook her head in mock despair. “So, let me get this straight. You seduce the hottest guy that Honey Hill has seen in years on two separate occasions, with multiple orgasms. You tell him that’s it but he wants more. You have dinner with him, let him explain, then you explain, then when he still wants to see you again, you send him away?”

      “Pretty much, yes. I didn’t want to be the one to break his heart.”

      Lexi exhaled. “Because that’s the inevitable result of a third occasion? I call bullshit, Reyna.”

      “Look, you don’t understand. You don’t know where I’ve been and what I’ve done.”

      “I’ve guessed a lot of it.”

      “You can’t have, but never mind that. Kade is nice. Kade is looking for a serious relationship, a forever kind of thing, and I know I can’t do that.”

      “Did he say that?”

      “Not exactly. He wanted to get together again.”

      “And so you declined.”

      “Because it was a fling, a quickie, not a date or a relationship or the start of one.” Reyna heard her voice rise. “It was just sex!”

      “If it was just sex, you wouldn’t have gone back for more,” Lexi insisted. “If it was just sex, you wouldn’t look like you hadn’t slept all week.”

      Reyna fell silent. Apparently, the concealer hadn’t hidden the dark circles. “I’m just feeling off. It has nothing to do with him.”

      “Right.” Lexi pushed to her feet. “Want to know what I think?”

      “Not particularly.”

      That didn’t stop Lexi. “I think you’re out of your fucking mind.” Reyna would have protested but Lexi held up a finger. “And I think you’re running scared. Whatever happened to you in the past doesn’t have to color your future, but you let it. You give the past power by always waiting for the other shoe to drop. What if Kade’s different? What if there is no pending doom? What if you chose to live instead of mark time, surviving from day to day?”

      “I don’t mark time! I have my business...”

      “You insist on controlling every little thing, Reyna. That’s managing, not living. It’s good for your business, but it sucks for the rest of your life. You’re alone and you’ll stay alone, and that’s one thing if you never meet a person who could give you more, but you have and you’re throwing that chance away.”

      “You don’t know if it will work.”

      “No one does, Reyna!” Lexi shouted. “But you have that chance, and if you don’t take it, if you insist on being safe in your little world where you pull all the switches, then you aren’t half the person I think you are.” She leaned on the table, her expression earnest. “You inspire me, Reyna. I know something shitty happened to you and you had to start all over again. It blows me away that you did it so well and so quickly, never mind that you look so awesome doing it.” She shook her head and smiled. “I could hate you, really easily.”

      Reyna found herself smiling in return.

      “But I don’t. I like you. And that means I want you to have every good thing. If Kade is one of those things, I want you to have him, too.” Lexi sat down and studied her. “But mostly I want you to believe that you deserve to have every good thing.”

      Reyna felt her tears rise and dropped her gaze. “I deserve good things,” she said but heard the lack of conviction in her voice.

      “Then why’d you send Kade away?”

      “Because he doesn’t deserve what I’d give him.”

      Lexi shook her head. “He thinks otherwise. He’s old enough to think for himself and to take his own chances. Why not meet him halfway?”

      “It might not work. It probably won’t work.”

      “Since when did anything real come with a guarantee?”

      Reyna held Lexi’s gaze, unconvinced.

      “You didn’t know your cupcake business was going to succeed.”

      “I chose every variable to maximize the chances of it doing so.”

      “Okay, so do the same with Kade. What do you have to do to maximize the chances of you two staying together?”

      Reyna stared down at her lap. The implication that she was a chicken didn’t sit well. She didn’t think that Lexi was right but she knew that Kade wanted to see her again. She wanted to see him again and she halfway thought that was because he was thinking about her and she could feel it. Her butterfly tattoo had been warm all week long, reminding her of Kade’s words and Kade’s touch and keeping her awake all night every night.

      What if she changed his mind?

      She’d do as he asked and show him all of her truth. That would send him running.

      “There’s this burlesque class next Friday night in Portland,” she said, her decision made. “You want to go with me? We could stay at my studio overnight.”

      “Love to but I’m working,” Lexi said. Reyna knew her smile meant that she’d guessed incorrectly about Reyna’s plan to go to Portland. “Spencer is coming back this weekend and it sounds like things are going to get busy.” She paused. “Besides, wouldn’t I be in the way?”

      Reyna shook her head. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “Promise me that you’ll try,” Lexi said, pointing a finger at Reyna.

      Reyna smiled. “I’ll try.”

      “Good. I could ask for a schedule change, but I don’t believe for a minute that you really need any moral support.” Lexi’s smile turned wicked. “And I don’t want to cramp your style.”

      Friday night it would be.
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      Kade felt good after his first week back on duty. It was routine but not boring. He was serving the community, even on the desk, and he didn’t mind talking to kids about lost puppies or teenagers about their stolen bikes. He gave directions to tourists and took reports of fender-benders and, as his captain had suggested, got back into the rhythm of work again. He didn’t think so much about his shooting.

      But he did think about Reyna.

      The only thing his life needed to be completely right was a call from her. Almost two weeks after their dinner, he was reconciling himself to the likelihood that he’d never hear from her again.

      He was heading out of the station on Friday night when his cell phone rang. It was almost midnight and he was tired, but in a good way.

      It was Reyna.

      Kade exhaled, stopped beside his bike and told himself not to make too much of it. “Hey.”

      “Hi.” Her voice was warm, a little husky, and with one word, she had him. “What are you doing?”

      “Just finished a shift.”

      “You’re back at work, then?”

      “I’m working a desk, easing back into it.”

      “That sounds sensible.”

      “Yes, cops do sensible.” She laughed lightly and he wished he could see her. When she didn’t say anything more, he cleared his throat. “What are you doing?”

      “I just finished a class here in Portland. Maybe that’s why I’m not tired. I thought I’d see if you wanted to get together.”

      “Have a drink, you mean.”

      “Not exactly.” She paused and he wondered if she was embarrassed. It seemed unlikely to him. “It was a burlesque class. I wondered if you wanted to see my new moves.”

      Heat shot through Kade at the suggestion. “In a bar?”

      She laughed. “In private.” He heard her take a breath. “My studio?”

      Kade hesitated for a moment. He wanted to see Reyna and he knew he’d love to see her new moves, but he wanted more than sex. He suspected that meant not letting her make all the decisions. “My place,” he countered and heard her catch her breath.

      “I don’t know where it is.” She spoke quickly and he knew she was nervous.

      “I can give you the address and meet you there,” he suggested. “Or I could meet you wherever you are and you could follow me there.”

      “Or you could just meet me at my studio,” she countered. “I don’t see any reason to drive all over the city.” The very fact that she was arguing with him about it meant she did see the reason, as far as Kade was concerned.

      “Did I find another rule?” he asked lightly.

      She inhaled sharply. “If it isn’t one, it should be.”

      “Maybe you could bend it, just for me.”

      There was silence on the line.

      She liked bikes, Kade remembered.

      “Tell you what,” he said. “I’ll meet you at your studio and we’ll take the bike back to my place. You can drive. If you like it, we can go for a ride down the coast first. That’ll bend one of my rules about always being the driver.”

      His suggestion surprised her and he knew it. She was silent for at least a full minute, then he heard her inhale. “I’m not sure.”

      Kade took a chance. “Then I’m busy. I like the idea of that ride down the coast. Thanks for calling. It was good to hear your voice again.”

      “No! Wait!” Reyna’s agitation crackled through the phone. He was asking her to leave her safe zone, to be in his place instead of her own, and to have no vehicle. It was a lot, but on the other hand, he thought it was time she took a chance.

      On him.

      He’d given her no reason to distrust him, no matter what had happened in her past. If she came to his place and it was good—and Kade couldn’t imagine why it wouldn’t be—their relationship would take a huge step forward.

      And he was a bit concerned about letting anyone else drive his bike.

      “Okay,” she said in a rush. “I’ll meet you at the studio. Fifteen minutes?”

      “Closer to thirty. I need to go home to pick up a second helmet.”

      The laughter was in her tone again when she replied. “I guess it would be a bad idea for you to break the law.”

      “A very bad idea,” Kade agreed, then dropped his voice. “It’ll be good, Reyna. Trust me.”

      “I do,” she said, sounding a bit shaky. “It’s just kind of a new thing.”

      “I know. I promise you won’t be disappointed.”

      “Okay,” she said softly but didn’t end the call.

      “I’m really glad to hear your voice,” he said, sensing she needed reassurance. “And I’m really looking forward to seeing you.”

      “Okay,” she said with more confidence. “I’ll see you soon.”

      She ended the call and Kade put his phone away with satisfaction. This was the night that everything would change.

      He was ready.
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      Reyna was more nervous than she’d been in years. She knew in her heart that she’d be safe with Kade, but her past experience made her edgy. She really liked managing all of the variables and having her contingency plans. She got back to her studio in record time and parked the truck in the garage, then went upstairs.

      She’d borrowed the fan from the burlesque class, but she didn’t want to play games anymore. Kade wanted to test her, and she knew it was time for her to test him, too. She stripped off her clothes and removed all of her make-up, even taking off her nail polish. Then she had a quick shower and washed her hair, getting all the product out of it. She blew it dry, not styling it but leaving it to hang loose over her shoulders. She tugged on a white stretch lace camisole and matching panties, then a blue Henley and jeans. Her reflection looked like that of a different woman, one she hadn’t sent out into the world for a long time.

      She waved at the reflection, saying hello to an old friend.

      Before she could question her choice, she grabbed her jacket, tugged on her boots and locked the door behind herself. She’d just stepped into the alley behind her garage when she heard the bike engine.

      Kade was right on time.

      She braced herself for his reaction when he stopped the bike beside her, halfway thinking he’d change his mind right then and there. There was a streetlight at the end of the alley and there had to be enough light for him to see the change in her appearance. He turned off the engine and parked the bike, then got off it and took the extra helmet off the back. He tipped up his visor on the way to her, offering the second helmet, then stopped cold.

      Reyna’s gut clenched.

      “Well, hello,” he said softly, that smile slowly claiming his lips.

      She opened her mouth to explain, but found his gloved fingertip on her lips.

      He leaned closer, his dark eyes glowing and dropped his voice to a whisper. “You’re beautiful, and don’t ever imagine otherwise.” Then he kissed her, a slow sweet kiss that heated her blood to boiling and left her knees weak. She melted against him, realizing just how much she’d missed his touch, and he deepened his kiss, letting her taste his own relief.

      “You have freckles,” he said when they finally parted.

      Reyna grimaced. “I hate them.”

      “I love them.” He flicked a fingertip across her cheek. “They’re so cute.”

      “I don’t want to be cute,” she said, finding it hard to be annoyed with him. She felt flustered and knew she was blushing. It wasn’t fair that he was so good at challenging her expectations. “I want to be glamorous.”

      “You’re both.” He gave her an intent look. “You have your motorcycle license, right?”

      “Right here, officer.” Reyna pulled out her wallet and showed it to him. He handed her the helmet and she put it on.

      “It’s not because of my job,” he said, sparing a glance at the bike. “It’s because I’ve never let anyone else drive it before.”

      Reyna smiled, realizing that he was nervous. “I promise not to crash it.”

      “Good. Good plan.” Reyna climbed on and was glad of Kade behind her. He was taller and could steady the bike better. He was wrapped around, his thighs against hers, which wasn’t the only thing that put her mind right in the gutter. He oriented her quickly, and she worked through the gears twice, just to get the feel of them. Then she started the bike, he kicked off the stand, and they were off.

      It felt so good to drive—exactly perfect, in fact. She hadn’t ridden a bike in years, and there had never been a guy who had let her drive him. Kade’s trust fed her confidence, even when she missed a gear. It took the edge off her concern to be the one driving, and the heat of Kade behind her made her anxious to get to his place and seduce him all over again. The weight of his hands on her hips was just right, not grabby but close. When they leaned into a curve together, she felt a strange and wonderful sense that they were—or could be—a team.

      There were speakers in the helmets and he gave her directions as they rode. They passed his place all too soon, and he suggested they take that ride down the coast. Reyna was glad of the chance to let the bike do its thing, and she enjoyed its power and precision. Kade knew a road that wasn’t busy, a great curvy one that was fun to drive, and Reyna felt exultant by the time they returned to his place.

      “That was great!” she said when they were back at the parking lot for his apartment.

      “You were great,” he replied and stole a kiss before he parked the bike. He showed the same care he had that night in front of the bar and she smiled as she watched him, liking that he took care of what was his to protect.

      He turned and grabbed her hand, leading her to his apartment. She took both helmets while he jingled through his keys, because she didn’t want him to let go of her hand. She took one look at the apartment’s interior, enough to observe that it was simply furnished and neat, to see the pile of postcards by the answering machine and the view of the port, then pivoted. She backed Kade into the door he’d just shut and locked, framed his face in her hands, and kissed him as if she’d never get enough of him.

      Because she was starting to think that she might not.
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      Reyna had been incredible before, but this time, she was even more impatient and passionate. Her demanding kiss overwhelmed Kade and he had only a moment to decide that she could drive his bike anytime if this was the result.

      Her jeans were unfastened at warp speed and he wondered if they would even make it to the couch. He picked her up without breaking their kiss and got them that far. When he sat down with her in his lap, her mouth locked on his, she pushed him back and held him down. Her kiss was devouring and filled with a need that echoed his own. He speared one hand into her hair, and pushed down her jeans, both of them squirming to kick off their boots and jeans. He was vaguely aware that her panties were white lace, because he felt them beneath his fingertips, but then they were gone and there was only the silk of Reyna’s skin.

      And the sweet heat between her thighs.

      He broke their kiss with an effort, then eased down the length of her to give her that most intimate kiss. Reyna gasped and spread her thighs wide and Kade ate her slowly, making sure she was desperate to come before he urged her over the edge. It didn’t take as long as he would have liked, but he was ready to explode himself. She cried out loud enough to wake the dead with her release. Kade smiled with satisfaction, holding her tightly as she came and came.

      Freckles. She had freckles. She wore enough make-up that he’d never guessed—but what was more important was that she’d taken off her mask and shown him the truth. Kade didn’t know why she’d decided to trust him and he didn’t much care.

      Their future was starting right now.

      She slid down into his lap, pushing him onto his back on the carpet and straddling him. She sat on his stomach, even though he was hard and ready, and Kade guessed that she was going to tease him a bit. He wondered how long he’d last and hoped he didn’t disappoint her. He wiped his mouth as she peeled off the rest of her clothes, flinging them aside, her eyes sparkling. “What you see is what you get,” she said and Kade chuckled.

      “Sounds perfect to me.”

      She was nude, her hair loose and her skin glowing in the light. He reached up to caress her breasts and she arched her back, giving him the best view. She certainly teased him with the condom, stroking him as she put it on. He cupped each breast in one hand, then teased the nipples, rolling them between his finger and thumb. Reyna moaned and he could feel her getting wetter again.

      “Is that what they taught you in burlesque class?”

      Reyna laughed. “No, but it seemed too complicated right now. There was a feather fan and music, plus these shoes...”

      “Maybe some other time.”

      “Maybe,” she said with a smile, then eased down to lie on top of him. His hands slid down to her waist, then down further to cup her buttocks. Reyna framed his face in her hands and kissed him, even as she parted her legs and took him inside her. She could only take the tip when they were kissing, because of the difference in height between them, but Kade guessed it had been her plan. She moved, teasing him with the contact that was not quite enough to satisfy but more than enough to titillate. And she kissed him, slowly, leisurely, rubbing her breasts against him so he could feel how hard her nipples were, running her feet down his legs and rolling her hips, making him keenly aware of how sleek and soft and feminine she was.

      By the time she sat up and took him completely inside her, Kade was on fire. He heard his own moan as he was buried in her slick heat and felt himself tremble with need. She lifted her hands over her head and rolled her hips, smiling as she worked him in that same slow torment.

      He was never going to get enough of her.

      He was never going to know all of her secrets.

      And Kade liked that just fine.

      He beckoned to her with a fingertip and she bent over him again, her hair sweeping across his chest. “Closer,” he invited.

      “Take it all off first.”

      He tugged off his shirt then beckoned to her again. She leaned down, walking her hands up his chest, pausing to tease his nipples when he thought he couldn’t endure any more pleasure. When she was finally down low enough to kiss him, he whispered. “Grant me one wish?”

      Her gaze searched his. “What wish?”

      “I want to be all the way inside you.”

      “I want that, too.” She nestled her hips a little lower and he caught his breath. Her eyes were sparkling.

      “Can we roll over?”

      She caught her breath, her eyes widening slightly at the realization that he’d be on top. He was pushing her again and she knew it, but Kade wanted to find the limits of her trust.

      To his relief, she smiled. “You stop if I say so.”

      “Of course.” Kade hoped she didn’t, but he would try his damnedest to do whatever she asked. She nodded crisply, so brave that he knew he had to make this right. He pulled her close, cradling her against himself, and gave her a long sweet kiss. He felt her shiver, then relax, softening against him. He trailed kisses to her ear, then whispered a warning before he rolled them over. He held his weight over her and kissed her again, lingeringly, appreciatively, waiting for her to wrap her legs and arms around him.

      When she did, he nearly groaned in relief. He moved deeper inside her, then withdrew, ensuring that he was rubbing against her clitoris. Reyna gave a shaking gasp and clung to him. “I wasn’t sure I could do this the other way,” he whispered in her ear. “I liked when we came together.”

      “Me, too,” she admitted, holding him tighter. Her nails grazed his shoulders and when he caught her lips beneath his own this time, she opened her mouth, demanding more. They moved together, the heat rising one more time, and Kade held on until he felt her begin to tremble. He kissed her throat, her ear, her neck, loving the incoherent sounds of need she was making, even as his own passion rose. When she gasped, then whispered his name as she clutched his shoulders, Kade buried himself in her sweetness and came with a roar that coincided perfectly with hers.

      They were getting better at this, much to his satisfaction.
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      Kade awakened on the rug in front of his own couch in the dark. He was momentarily disoriented, then he heard the rustle and knew that Reyna was getting dressed. He sat up to find her a few feet away, putting on her clothes.

      He saw no reason to hide his surprise. “You’re leaving?”

      “Yes.” The single word was tight and that gave him a bad feeling.

      “Now?”

      “Yes.”

      “After this?”

      “Yes,” she said more firmly. “Don’t get up. I’ll call a cab to get back to my studio.”

      Kade did get up. Once on his feet, he didn’t get dressed but studied Reyna. She looked panicky, although he couldn’t imagine why. There was defiance in her stance but something else in her eyes.

      Something that was like a knife in his heart.

      She was running.

      She wasn’t just leaving for now. She was leaving for good.

      He frowned, wondering what he’d done wrong. Had he pushed her too much? But he hadn’t pushed that much, asking her to come to his place instead of hers. And really, he had to be able to tell her what he wanted when they were making love. How could she regret them coming together?

      But one look told him that she did. “I thought that in fairy tales, the third time was the charm.”

      “Not this story.” She cast him a prim smile. “Maybe because I’m not much of a princess.”

      Kade would have argued that, but he could see he was going to lose if he did. He folded his arms across his chest. “No happy ending, then?”

      Reyna shook her head. “No, but then maybe it depends on how you define your terms.”

      “Differently than you do, obviously,” he said in a growl. “This was great and I was glad to see you, but if I’d known you only wanted sex, I would have said no. I’m not about booty calls.”

      Reyna seemed to be surprised. “You really would have turned me down?”

      “It wouldn’t have been easy, but it’s about the principle.”

      She watched him, as if skeptical. The fact that she’d abandoned her make-up and let down her guard had encouraged him too much, it was clear.

      Maybe she’d thought he wouldn’t like the view.

      She was dead wrong about that.

      Kade took a deep breath because he knew what he had to say even though he didn’t want to. “So, no repeats of this. Don’t call again unless you want to start something real.”

      Reyna turned away quickly and he wondered what she was trying to hide from him. Relief?

      “Fine,” she said. “Don’t hold your breath.”

      “I stopped doing that last time.” He inhaled then told her the truth. “I love you, Reyna. I would do anything to convince you to give us a chance, anything but force you to do it.”

      She cast him a glance that was so wary it nearly broke his heart.

      “But love is about two people meeting halfway. I’ve done my best to show you my intentions. The ball, as they say, is in your court. Maybe for good.”

      Their gazes clung across the darkened room. Kade hoped she’d change her mind, fling off her coat, then tackle him so they ended up on the couch again. But instead, she sighed and shook her head and he knew it was over. She crossed the room without saying a word, unlocked and opened the door, then strode out without a backward glance.

      She was gone.

      Kade ran a hand over his head and pulled on his jeans. He went to the window that looked over the street, turning on the light in the room and not troubling to hide the fact that he was watching her. She spared one glance to the window then made a call, keeping her back to him as she waited. The cab came and she got in without another glance his way. Kade watched the cab until it was out of sight, feeling his heart sink to his toes.

      There was no going back this time. He’d made his best arguments. He’d tried to help. He’d even told her how he felt. She really didn’t want him, and though he knew he’d never forget her, Kade wasn’t going to force his hopes on her.

      Reyna had had enough of that.

      If nothing else, he wished her well. He had a feeling she would be the queen of his heart forever.
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      Infuriating man.

      Wonderful man.

      Terrifying man.

      Reyna brushed tears from her eyes as the cab drove her back to her studio. The sex kept getting better and the stakes kept getting higher. He even told her that he loved her, and sounded like he believed it. Reyna had been seriously tempted to strip off her clothes and go back for another round of lovemaking. She had a hunger for Kade that couldn’t be satisfied, and apparently, no matter how much truth she showed him, he was ready for more.

      She was becoming weak. She had been so tempted to stay. She had been so ready to have more and more and more. At least she’d held it together long enough to get out of there. It was bad enough that she hesitated on the stairs as she left.

      Kade was making Reyna forget what she knew to be true.

      No wonder she’d run. She was just a whisper away from being all in, from being vulnerable to him, from being dependent upon him, from being greedy for a future that could never be. That frightened her.

      She hadn’t dressed for him or performed for him or even seduced him. She’d just jumped him and he’d taken everything she had, meeting her touch for touch. She’d thought they might spontaneously combust. How could she want him more than she had in the first place? How could the sex keep getting better? How could it be so much harder to walk away every time?

      Did he really like freckles?

      Did he really think she was beautiful just the way she was?

      His reaction was so enthusiastic that she couldn’t doubt it.

      She’d gone to his apartment, letting herself be under his control. She’d let him be on top. She’d broken her own rules and hadn’t regretted it.

      Not for one second.

      Until she had time to think about it.

      Reyna paced her studio for the rest of the night, halfway expecting that she’d hear the bike’s engine. But Kade had promised that he wouldn’t pursue her and by this time, she should know that he was good as his word. She thought about Lexi’s conviction that she was just marking time, and thought about her life. The work was fulfilling and she loved her business.

      But it was lonely.

      And Kade was everything she’d ever wanted and more. Every time she was with him, he proved that he was exactly who she believed him to be. There were no dark shadows and no hidden agendas. He gave her the space she craved and the time she needed. He had the confidence and the patience to wait for her to come back to him.

      He admired her. Just the way she was. He hadn’t been surprised or turned off to see her without make-up, or with her defenses down. She’d been sure he’d reject her truth, but Kade had embraced it. He’d been kind and strong when she’d confessed her story, letting her lean on him but not taking advantage of her weak moment.

      Maybe she had no business being afraid.

      Maybe if she took this chance, she could have it all.

      That prospect was both thrilling and terrifying.

      Just like Kade.

      Reyna smiled at the realization that he just might be her handsome prince.

      All she had to do was meet him halfway.

      Could she do it?

      Could she not do it?

      By the time Reyna was in her truck, heading back to Honey Hill, stuck in morning traffic, her mind was made up. Her heart was racing with newfound conviction when she broke free of the traffic. She pulled into a rest stop and called Kade, convinced that what she was doing was right.

      Even if the choice was terrifying.

      Lexi had been right about one thing: Reyna felt totally alive.

      The call went immediately to voice mail.

      Reyna frowned and tried to think of what she would say in the scant seconds before the tone. “Hi. It’s me. Look, I’m sorry I left. I didn’t mean to make it cheap, because it wasn’t. It gets better every time, because we are having a thing. That scares me a lot, and scared me enough to try to deny the truth, but you’re right. I’d really like to have a future with you. If you still want to give it a try, I’m ready to try, too. Call m.” She ended the call, staring at her cell phone as her pulse returned to its normal speed. She wished she’d said it better, but it was done and Kade would know what she meant.

      Maybe he was just on another call and would call her back.

      She waited for a few minutes, but she didn’t get a call. Her phone battery was dying, too, so she decided to carry on to Honey Hill.

      It was funny that she’d decided to give them a chance right when Kade might have changed his mind—or to have finally let her change his mind. That made her feel stupid and nervous. She wanted to skip to the ending of the story and know that it all worked out, but life wasn’t like that. Reyna took a deep breath. She had to accept the risk and live in the day.

      And hope like hell for the best.
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      Kade was swimming laps at the gym the cops frequented. He went there first thing, not having been able to sleep after Reyna left, and swam faster laps than he had in years. He left the pool water churning behind him, and it was a good thing he had his lane to himself. The other two early morning swimmers had left empty lanes between him and them, as if they didn’t want to catch whatever fury was driving him.

      The exercise didn’t help a bit.

      He lifted some weights and ran the track, rowed to Antarctica and back, then finally went to shower and change. There was a message on his phone and when he saw it was from Reyna, he almost didn’t listen to it.

      Then he was glad he had. He raced out of the club and got on his bike, relieved that he had a full tank of gas, and headed for Honey Hill.

      This discussion was one they had to have in person.
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      Reyna opened the back door, the kitchen door, and immediately sensed that something was wrong.

      Someone had been in her place.

      Then she shook her head. Her imagination was running wild. Honey Hill had no crime rate. At worst, Mrs. Foster had come around to borrow a cup of sugar. They all thought it was funny that Reyna locked her doors and windows. Maybe they’d played a joke on her to make her lighten up.

      She stepped into the house, her heart racing, called herself an idiot and put down her things. She tossed her keys on the counter, fighting the persistent sense that something was not right, and took off her jacket.

      She needed a shower. Maybe a bit of sleep. She plugged in her phone, acting like everything was routine, then headed for the stairs.

      Reyna froze when she smelled cigarette smoke. Worse, those cigarettes. She knew that brand. She knew that smell. She’d been sure she’d never smell it again. Her heart stopped cold and her palms sweat.

      No.

      Sean couldn’t be in her house.

      Not after three years. Reyna had escaped. She was safe. He was a part of her past, not her present or her future. He couldn’t have followed her, and he couldn’t have found her. She was wrong.

      He wasn’t in her house.

      But he was. The hair on the back of Reyna’s neck was prickling and her heart was skipping. She couldn’t see Sean but she could sense him like a pending thunderstorm. And he was angry, even better. The tang of trouble was sharp in the air, so potent that she didn’t want to take a breath.

      Well, she knew that she couldn’t run from him, and his presence proved she couldn’t hide. There was no one to call to help her, because he would just hurt anyone who got in his way. Reyna would give him what he wanted and be done with it.

      She forced herself to look indifferent, then walked to the shop.

      Sean was there, of course, lounging in one of the little white chairs, tipping it back as if he wanted to break it. His arms were folded across his chest, his legs were stretched out and crossed at the ankle, his expression was impatient. There was a familiar fire in his eyes, one Reyna wished had been extinguished, and his gaze roved over her with a familiarity that made her want to wash. He could have been such a gorgeous man but his character tinged his expression and made him look like a monster.

      Once she had thought him irresistible.

      That was because she’d only looked at the surface.

      Sean had taught her the price of that mistake.

      He got up slowly, turning to draw the blind, and Reyna thought her heart would just stop cold.

      It would be easier in a way if it did, because she knew what he was going to do next. She was chilled with her certainty, as cold as ice, but still trying to hide her fear.

      “Sean. What a surprise.” Reyna folded her arms across her chest and leaned in the doorframe, as if she wasn’t freaking out inside. Thank goodness she was dressed. He could have surprised her while she was in bed.

      If he wanted it, he’d have to work for it.

      She was going to go down fighting.

      “Kind of let yourself go, haven’t you?” he said by way of greeting. “You’re looking old and frumpy, Reyna.”

      “Am I?” She shrugged. “It’s my new look.”

      “It’s a shit one,” he sneered. “Not even a bit of lipstick. Nobody will ever want you when you look like that.”

      Reyna didn’t believe that, not after her night with Kade, but she also knew that it was part of Sean’s strategy to denigrate her, and probably all the other women he abused.

      To think that she had once, briefly, been dumb enough to believe him.

      “Oh well,” she said lightly. “I like living alone.”

      “I doubt that. You were always needing it.” His gaze swept over her. “Desperate for it. You were so lucky that I felt like obliging you.”

      There was no reply Reyna could make to that. “I suppose you want a coffee after driving all this way.”

      “I want more than a coffee and you know it!”

      It was a win that he’d raised his voice first, and Reyna knew it. “Do I?” she asked mildly. “I know I want a coffee.” She moved toward the coffee maker, as if she wasn’t afraid of him at all.

      Sean crossed the shop in two steps, seizing her arm and drawing her up to her toes. He was still taller and heavier than her, still stronger, still a whole lot meaner. For a moment, Reyna’s brave expression faltered and she knew he’d seen it, because he smiled. “Where’s my money?” he demanded.

      “I didn’t think you had any money.”

      “Don’t play games with me, bitch. You took my money and I’ve come to get it.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Liar!” Sean flung her against the counter and she was momentarily surprised to have gotten off so easily. He raised a hand and Reyna ducked behind the glass-fronted display. “Where’s my money?”

      “What money?”

      “The money you took when you left. The money you got from your grandmother. I want it.”

      “It wasn’t your money,” Reyna replied, defiant. “It was mine and you know it.”

      “Just because you inherited it from your grandmother doesn’t mean it wasn’t ours.”

      “It wasn’t!”

      “It is,” Sean bellowed and smashed his fist into the glass on the display case. It vibrated hard but didn’t break.

      “It isn’t,” Reyna replied, seeing his fury at being denied but determined to defend herself. “We weren’t married.”

      “It’s half mine even so. Common law.”

      “No.” Reyna shook her head. “We weren’t together long enough. Ask a lawyer. I owe you nothing. That money was mine.”

      “I’m not asking any fucking lawyer to get what’s mine!” His eyes flashed and he strode across the shop. He seized one of the chairs, swung it around and smashed it into the display case. This time, the glass shattered noisily and Reyna flinched.

      “Give me half,” he snarled, grabbing her shirt with his other hand and pulling her face close to his. “And I’ll go away.”

      “As if!” Reyna scoffed, not caring if her attitude made him more angry.

      “You greedy bitch,” he whispered. “You spent it all, didn’t you? You wasted it on this house, this place, all this shit.”

      “I built a business with my money,” Reyna insisted.

      “A business.” His lip curled and his tone was condescending. “Making cupcakes. That’s not a business, Reyna. It’s a hobby.” He suddenly swung the chair at her and Reyna ducked, warned by the flash in his eyes. His move cleaned off the counter, sending the coffee maker crashing to the floor. The stack of empty paper cups hit the floor and bounced, scattering in all directions. Another swipe and the ceramic mugs that had been lined up in neat rows were shattering on the tile.

      “Stop!” Reyna cried.

      He turned to face her, the chair dangling from his fingertips. One of the cushion ties had snapped and the cushion dangled from the other. “Where’s my money, Reyna?”

      Even though she was terrified, she straightened. “It wasn’t your money.”

      His gaze landed on the framed article from the Portland paper. “Stupid bitch. That’s how I finally found you, you know. They picked up that picture in New York.” He snatched the framed article and flung it at the floor, ensuring that the glass shattered. “You and your stupid cupcakes.” He strolled toward her, content that he had her cornered, and ground the glass into the floor under his boots. Reyna eased backward and found the wall behind her. Sean smiled. “You’re going to give me half the money, Reyna, or I’ll burn this place down with you in it.”

      “You won’t get away with that.”

      “No, you’re the one who’s not getting away with what you’ve done.” He struck her then, moving with the speed of a cobra the way he always did. His fist collided with her face, snapping her head hard to one side.

      Pain exploded behind Reyna’s eye even as she blinked in shock. He’d never hit her in the face before and the fact that he’d done so now convinced her that he was going to kill her.

      He backed her into a corner, then ran a fingertip down her arm as she struggled with her realization. He mixed a caress with his violence in a way that sickened Reyna. “You know why I picked you?” Sean whispered. “Because your ink always hid the bruises.”

      “It won’t hide this one,” she said, hearing her own fear.

      Sean heard it, too. He smiled. “Maybe it doesn’t matter anymore, Reyna,” he replied, his voice low and dangerous. “Maybe no one’s ever going to see that bruise.” His eyes widened and her terror doubled.

      She was never going to leave this house alive.

      He had a plan, one that got him all the money and left her dead. If it was the last thing she did, Reyna was going to make sure that plan didn’t come to fruition.
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      Honey Hill was so quiet it might have been abandoned.

      Kade rode down the main street and parked in the driveway of his aunt and uncle’s house.

      His uncle met him at the door, his expression grim. “Who is he?”

      “Who?”

      “The guy who showed up at Reyna’s place late last night.”

      Kade was startled and was sure it showed. “I don’t know.”

      “New York plates. A rental. He drove through town then parked out of sight. He might have gone into Reyna’s place from the back.”

      “I thought Reyna came home this morning.”

      “About half an hour ago. I saw her truck.” His uncle frowned. “Then someone lowered the blinds on the windows at the front of the shop. I thought I heard something break.”

      Kade went cold. “Three years ago, Reyna left a guy in Manhattan, a guy who used to beat her up.”

      His uncle nodded. “She might need help.”

      Their gazes met. “She did call me and ask me to come.”

      “From here?”

      “No, she must have been on her way home. It was hours ago. I don’t think she knew there was anyone here. I left Portland as soon as I got her message.”

      His uncle’s gaze swept over him, lingering on the bulge of his gun. “I think it would be wise to make sure Reyna is okay.”

      “So, do I,” Kade agreed. “Just neighborly.”

      “And she did call you.”

      Kade nodded agreement. The two men exchanged a look, then there was the unmistakable sound of a gunshot.

      Kade ran, his own gun in his hand.
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      Reyna heard the bike.

      She knew whose bike it was and relief surged through her that Kade had arrived. Then she felt a stab of fear that he’d walk right into the middle of this mess, that Sean would hurt him, that everything would go wrong. Had she locked the back door after she came home? No. But she had to get Sean away from the doors, so he wouldn’t see Kade arrive.

      “Who’s that?” Sean demanded, moving to the window. Unfortunately, only a deaf man would have missed the sound of Kade’s bike.

      “Some old guy up the road,” Reyna lied. “He only rides on sunny Saturdays.”

      Sean was peering around the blind. “It can’t be that far up the road. The engine stopped.”

      “He runs out of gas sometimes.”

      Sean turned to face her and pulled a gun out of his jacket. Reyna’s heart stopped. “I think you’re lying, bitch.”

      He fired then, completely surprising Reyna, and pain shot through her left hand. She looked down to find that there was a hole in her hand and blood flowing onto the pristine floor. She blinked, sure her eyes were deceiving her.

      Then the pain blossomed into her hand and up her arm.

      “Tell me the truth,” Sean demanded.

      “I did tell you the truth!”

      He took a step closer and Reyna knew the only way to distract him. “All right!” she said, lifting her injured hand. “I’ll give you the money. Just don’t hurt me anymore.”

      Sean smiled. He grabbed a cloth from the counter and flung it at her. “Don’t make such a mess,” he said with disdain and she wrapped up her hand tightly in the cloth. The wound was throbbing and she felt a bit dizzy at the realization that it was her blood all over the place.

      But she had to keep Kade safe.

      “And don’t give me some shit that it’s all in the bank and we have to wait until Monday,” Sean sneered. “You like cash as much as I do. Don’t think I’d forget that.”

      “You were always so smart,” Reyna said, making sure she sounded defeated. “I keep it upstairs.”

      “In the bedroom?” he swaggered to the stairs, indicating with the gun that she should do ahead of him. “Maybe we’ll find something else to do once you’ve paid up.”

      Reyna hid her hatred of him as well as she could. She gripped her injured hand tightly, using the pain to help keep herself focused. When she climbed the stairs, Sean was right behind her, the gun in the small of her back and his other hand squeezing her butt.

      “You’ve gained some weight,” he whispered. “I like it.”

      Reyna struggled not to shudder.

      “How many lovers since me?”

      “None,” Reyna lied.

      Sean chuckled. “Because no one else can compare. You’ll be like a virgin again.”

      They passed her bedroom and she saw that the drawers had been dumped and the bedding tugged from the bed. Sean had already searched for her money. Her closet was in the same chaotic state but he must have run out of time before he got to the library. It was still pristine.

      He shoved her over the threshold. “I should have known it would be in your fucking books.”

      She went to the shelf and reached for a specific volume but Sean stopped her. “I’ll get it,” he growled, keeping the gun pressed against her as he took down the book. It wasn’t really a book, but a box. She felt his delight when he saw the cash she always kept there. “Take it out,” he ordered. “Count it for me.”

      Reyna did as instructed, although she deliberately messed up the count twice and had to start over each time. She counted out loud, too, making as much noise as possible to cover the sound of Kade arriving.

      Thank God she thought her cash was safe in her house in Honey Hill and hadn’t gone to the bank lately. It gave her a good way to distract Sean.

      She heard a subtle creak as she counted out loud one more time. She knew that sound. It was the fourth stair. Sean didn’t seem to have noticed.

      Funny how six hundred dollars in twenties could distract him. He really must have become desperate for cash.

      She calculated the time required for Kade to reach her, knowing he would be moving slowly. She had to give him a clear shot somehow. At the moment, she was between Sean and the door, probably because Sean had planned it that way.

      “That’s a start,” Sean said with satisfaction. He folded the money with one hand and shoved it into his pocket. “But a long way from all you owe me.”

      “I have to go to the bank to get more.”

      Sean shook his head. “That’s not how we’re going to do it, Reyna.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Of course not, bitch. You have a filing cabinet downstairs.”

      She studied him, not understanding.

      “It’s got your tax returns neatly filed away and your bank statements. I had plenty of time to read them all and find out exactly how much you owe me.”

      Reyna couldn’t anticipate where he was going with this.

      He smiled, enjoying her uncertainty. “I also had time to file your will in that drawer.”

      “I don’t have a will.”

      “Just fixing your oversight.” He cocked the gun and lifted it to her temple. “Seems you’re going to be the victim of a robbery gone wrong. I guess you came home early and surprised the thief. I guess that wasn’t a smart move on your part.” He smiled and she saw his finger begin to move.

      She heard the wooden floor in the hall creak.

      Then she didn’t really have to pretend to faint.
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      It was just like the domestic.

      But a thousand times worse, because the intended victim was Reyna.

      There was blood on the floor, a line of red drops leading up the stairs. Kade wondered where Reyna had been hit. She must have been mostly okay because she was moving and talking.

      In a way, the blood made it easier. He knew she was injured. He knew this guy had fired the shot. The situation was as clear as crystal.

      Kade was glad to feel a familiar calm resolve fill him, the conviction that let him calculate the best possible resolution without emotional engagement. He eased down the second floor hallway, listening to Sean’s threats all the way. He kept to the edge of the corridor, assuming the old floor would creak less there. The door to Reyna’s library was slightly closed, which gave him a bit of a hiding place.

      The guy’s words removed any doubt about his intentions.

      Kade heard the safety being removed. He stepped around the door, saw the guy’s surprise, then Reyna fainted. Whether her faint was real or not, didn’t matter at the moment.

      She gave him a clear shot and he took it.

      Without hesitation.

      The bastard didn’t even have time to aim at him.

      One shot was all it took.
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      Reyna didn’t want to let go of Kade. She came to when he was kneeling beside her and she knew from his expression what had happened to Sean.

      She had to look, just to know for sure.

      And then it all overwhelmed her. Reyna began to cry but Kade gathered her into his arms. “I knew you’d come. I knew you’d fix it,” she whispered against his shoulder. “You always keep your promises.”

      He held her tightly as she heard sirens approaching.

      He carried her down the stairs to meet the paramedics at the door and they gave her a shot for the shock. She was aware that he went with her in the ambulance and held her good hand all the way to the hospital. She felt change between them but was too sore and tired to think about it.

      The drugs didn’t help her to focus.

      Kade was with her and that was enough.

      Reyna woke up in post-op to find a nurse checking her vitals. There was a bandage on her hand and it still hurt, but not as much. “Lucky lady,” the nurse said. “The bullet missed the bone.”

      “What does that mean?” Reyna managed to say.

      “The damage is in the tendons and nerves,” she replied. “You might get full functionality back with physiotherapy. The surgeon will tell you more.”

      Reyna nodded and floated back to sleep again.

      The next time she woke up, she was in a hospital room. The sky outside the windows looked like a morning sky, so she guessed a day had passed. One of Kade’s business cards was on the nightstand and she picked it up, turning it over to read the writing on the back. See you in the morning. Which morning? How long had he stayed with her?

      Where did they go from here?

      She felt full of all the things she hadn’t said to him, relieved, excited and still frightened. Her past was resolved and didn’t have to shape her future anymore. She lay, listening to the bustle of the ward around her, and considered her options.

      They all included Kade.

      He arrived after the nurse had helped her to the washroom and she’d managed to brush her teeth and comb her hair. Reyna was dragging her IV drip back toward the bed and holding her gown closed as best she could when she felt a prickle of awareness.

      “Feeling better?” he asked, his voice familiar and more than welcome.

      She turned to find him in uniform.

      “Yes. Thank you.” There was a lump in her throat which didn’t help get those thousand unsaid things out. “Going to work?”

      “There’s a review of my conduct this morning in Moose Lake.”

      “You won’t lose your job?”

      “I was off duty and out of my area of jurisdiction. I might be disciplined.”

      “I can testify for you!”

      Kade smiled. “You can get better. The surgeon’s on his way to talk to you about therapy and I’ve got to go.” He kissed her temple, a much less intimate kiss than she wanted, then escorted her back to her bed.

      “Will you come back and tell me what happened?”

      “If you want.” His gaze searched hers.

      “Does this change your hopes for the future?” she asked and he shook his head.

      “Not a bit.” He frowned a little. “I’m just not sure what I’m going to have to offer you.”

      She touched his jaw. “You have yourself. That’s all I want. It’s everything I want.”

      He smiled down at her. “Looks like we have something else in common,” he murmured.

      Reyna smiled. “I want a kiss. Am I the only one?”

      Kade grinned, then bent and captured her lips with his. It was a potent kiss even though it was short, one that filled Reyna with a new conviction that she was doing right. “Since you work in Portland, I could sell the studio and find a location for a shop. We could either sell the Honey Hill house or keep it for weekends.”

      “You sure? That’s a big change.”

      “I want to be with you,” Reyna said. “I want to give us the best chance possible, so I’m choosing all the variables I can to build success.”

      Kade smiled, and she saw the relief in his eyes. “Just promise me you’ll never lose that conviction that you can change the world.”

      “Never, not now that you’ve changed mine.”

      He kissed her again then, a much slower kiss that left her impatient for his return even before he was gone. The surgeon cleared his throat from the doorway and she wished Kade luck, knowing he had to be uncertain about the review.

      She watched him go, her chest tight but her heart thundering. This was the right choice. He was the right man for her. Her grandmother would have adored him.

      She could hardly suppress her excitement. Despite the legacy of her bad choices and her past, Reyna had a new conviction that she and Kade were going to live happily ever after.

      She couldn’t imagine anything better.
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      Chynna returned to the tattoo shop after taking a break for dinner on a beautiful May evening. She’d walked over to the street market on Fifth Avenue to try something new. She’d read the news while waiting for her dinner and recognized the name of the man who had been killed in Honey Hill, Maine.

      Sean was dead and she couldn’t be sorry. But what had happened to Reyna? The news report was very sketchy and Chynna was worried.

      Tristan was pecking at the silk bag that contained her favorite tarot deck.

      “He’s been doing that for about twenty minutes,” one of her assistants said. “I wasn’t sure what to do.”

      Tristan cawed at her, bobbed his head, then pecked at the drawstring on the bag again.

      Chynna thought it was pretty obvious what he wanted, but she had forbidden the assistants to touch her cards. She crossed the shop, stroked the bird, then removed the cards from the bag as he watched with bright eyes. She spread them face down across the counter. “Pick a card?” she invited him.

      He bobbed his head, then walked back and forth across the cards as if making a decision. The two assistants came closer to watch. He finally bent and tugged at the corner of one.

      Chynna picked up that card and turned it over, one glimpse enough to dismiss all her fears. Tristan jumped to her shoulder while she looked at it. “The World?” she said, leaning back to look at him. “That’s an impressive choice.”

      He bobbed his head and cawed agreement. She thought he could have been laughing with pleasure.

      But then, Tristan had always liked Reyna.

      Chynna smiled. “Is this for Reyna?”

      The bird bobbed his head again, a knowing gleam in those dark eyes.

      “Good,” Chynna said. “Good.”

      “What does it mean?” one assistant asked.

      “The World is about transformation or reincarnation. It’s about a rebirth or a fresh start.” Chynna smiled as she thought of the perfect analogy. “Kind of like a butterfly breaking free of its chrysalis and taking flight for the first time. It’s a very positive card.”

      Tristan cawed and nodded. Chynna kissed the card, knowing exactly whose future it foretold and put the deck back in its silk bag. “You are so very clever,” she told the bird, then gave him one of his favorite treats.

      Sooner or later, Reyna would call to share the details, but Chynna was so very glad to know that the girl who loved fairy tales had found her happy ending.

      She hoped it included a handsome prince, too.
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      This is Lexi and Gabriel’s story and a second-chance-at-love romance. You must have guessed that these two had a past together. It just takes one hot night to bring the past to the present all over again.
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        Coming soon!
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      Thanks for reading Spring Fever.

      If you’d like to leave a review on your outlet of choice, I’d appreciate it. Reviews help all of us make better buying decisions.

      If you’d like to learn about my new releases and sales, as well as have access to special content for subscribers, please sign up for my newsletter. Heroes & Bad Boys is the newsletter for my Deborah Cooke contemporary romances.

      You can also follow the blog on my website to stay up to date.

      Next in the Secret Heart Ink series will be One Hot Summer Night, which is Lexi and Gabriel’s story. If you’re reading this series and Flatiron Five in chronological order, Some Guys Have All the Luck occurs after Spring Fever and before One Hot Summer Night.

      Thanks for reading my books!

      All my best—

      Deborah
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