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    Chapter One


    He’s breaking our engagement in a seafood restaurant.


    Clinking ice cubes, silverware scraping against china, and soft laughter all faded into a tornado of sound, numbing Story Brooks to her surroundings. She suspected Fisher brought her here specifically, one of San Diego’s finest seafood restaurants, to dump her in style, because he suspected she wouldn’t make a scene in such a lavish setting. Fisher hated making a scene.


    A steakhouse would have been so much more appropriate. More sharp metal objects with which to stab me in the heart.


    For once, Story welcomed her rambling inner monologue. It served to block out Fisher’s decidedly unwelcome words as he spoke to her from across the candlelit table, using sweeping hand gestures to make his point. She should be listening, but she’d pretty much tuned out after hearing the words, I’m calling off the wedding.


    Searching for something to focus on, her eyes dropped to his empty plate, finding it a little odd that he’d managed to keep his appetite while cutting her loose. In addition to hating scenes, Fisher adored lobster, probably another reason for the elegant venue.


    He’s killing two birds with one stone. And you almost married this asshole.


    At that point in Story’s reverie, everything in her present snapped back into sharp focus. Fiancé breaking engagement. Right.


    “I didn’t mean for it to happen, Story. We work closely together and things just kind of…progressed.”


    “Hold up. What?”


    Visibly flustered, Fisher took a sip of water. “This isn’t easy for me, you know. Can you please try and tune in?” He slumped back in his chair. “I was explaining to you that Diana and I didn’t seek out a relationship with each other, it simply developed into something more over time.”


    Whoops. Looks like she’d missed out on some important details during her little trip to outer headspace. So he’d met someone else. She registered the information calmly, as if he’d told her they were out of milk. Maybe she was simply in shock. Or dealing with the effects of three glasses of wine and no food in her stomach. She couldn’t tell. “Which one is Diana, again?”


    He released a long-suffering sigh. “The oncologist.” She showed no reaction. “From Boston…?”


    Story tilted her head. “The one with the bob haircut?”


    “Yes.”


    “Huh.”


    Story recalled meeting her apparent replacement, Diana, at a dinner party a month prior. Had they already been seeing each other? Did she even want to know? Their destination wedding in Maui wouldn’t be taking place either way.


    The white noise of the dining room combined with the over-the-top nautical decor transported Story to the ocean and the time she almost drowned. Sipping her sparkling water, she recalled the day with perfect clarity.


    Ignoring her mother’s caution and the signs warning of a dangerous undertow, twelve-year-old Story swam out much too far, only to be pulled under by a massive wave. As her arms and legs pinwheeled in every direction, breath whooshing from her lungs, she could still remember her brain registering the thought, maybe it’s better to just die now than have to deal with my mother saying “I told you so.” But somehow, she’d finally managed to make it to the surface, sucking in air and blinking saltwater from her eyes.


    Then she’d grabbed her board and paddled out ever farther.


    What happened to that girl? The brave girl who refused to sit still for lectures. Or let people force her into eating seafood. She used to be fearless. With regularity, her grade school teachers used to throw up their hands in resignation, muttering, “She has a mind of her own.”


    At some point between graduating from college three years earlier and now, she’d lost her pluck. Her moxie. Her chutzpah. She’d met the slightly older, ambitious Fisher as a young postgrad and could admit now that she’d been more than a little dazzled by the attention he paid her—especially after being surrounded for four years by inexperienced college boys.


    While trying to fit into his world of sophisticated dinner parties and foreign films, had she let little parts of herself chip away in the process? Obviously. The old Story, the one who’d regarded her near-drowning as an adventure, would not approve of the girl who listened politely while someone made her feel two inches tall.


    That Story would kick ass and take names.


    The waitress approached then, drawing her attention. “Are you still working on your halibut, miss?”


    Looking down at the untouched piece of fish—Fisher knew she didn’t like seafood, the bastard—Story shook her head. “No, I’m finished, thank you.”


    She cleared the plate with efficiency. “Would you like to see our dessert menu?”


    “No, thank you,” Fisher replied, already reaching for his wallet.


    And honestly, denying her a look at the dessert menu was the straw that finally broke the chocoholic’s back. Perhaps it made her childish, but Story figured her wasted months of planning a wedding that would no longer take place had at least earned her some damn tiramisu. Call off my wedding, but leave me my desserts.


    “Actually,” Story interceded with a bright smile, “I’d like a slice of chocolate cake and a bottle of your most expensive champagne, please. To go.”


    Fisher’s valuable surgeon’s hand froze in the act of removing his credit card. “Very funny.”


    She merely raised an eyebrow at the waitress, who shifted rather uncomfortably. “Ma’am, we can’t sell you alcohol to leave the premises. It’s against the law.”


    “Really?” She jerked a thumb toward Fisher. “Because my fiancé brought me here tonight to break off our engagement. Two weeks before the wedding.”


    She nodded primly when the waitress’s mouth dropped open, her eyes flashing wide at Fisher. “I’ll see what I can do.”


    Story clapped her hands once. “Excellent.”


    As the waitress scurried off toward the kitchen, Fisher turned to her. “You’re making this harder than it needs to be. I didn’t want it to be like this.”


    With a calm she didn’t feel, Story pushed back her chair and stood. “I think I’m going to head home now. Unless you were planning on offering me some kind of severance package…?”


    “I’m sorry,” he responded, looking as though he wanted to say more, but ultimately remaining silent.


    Deciding then and there that Fisher wasn’t worth another moment of her time, Story ignored him. Between his distant attitude the last few months and now his halfhearted apology, she’d had enough of feeling undeserving. Never again. She spotted the waitress exiting the kitchen holding a bottle of champagne. Her posture and expression communicated how indignant she felt on Story’s behalf and it made her want to cry for the first time that evening. A fact that definitely needed further investigation, since she hadn’t yet shed a single tear over her broken engagement.


    Placing the to-go box and a bottle of chilled champagne on the table, the waitress ignored Fisher, addressing only Story. “I’m supposed to tell you that any open containers must remain inside the restaurant. But if you happen to slip out without me noticing, I guess I can’t do anything about it, can I?” After casting one final glare at Fisher, she pivoted on a heel and stalked away.


    Gotta love female solidarity.


    Story aimed the bottle away from her body and twisted the cork, eliciting a loud popping noise and drawing the attention of the surrounding patrons. At least the ones who hadn’t already been watching the scene unfold with rabid interest.


    With a shrug, she raised the bottle to her lips and took a long, healthy swig. Whispers and uncomfortable laughter filled the room. For the first time in way too long, she couldn’t have cared less.


    “Story, please stop this,” Fisher begged, as he shrank down into his seat.


    Holding the bottle by the neck, Story weaved her way through the now-silent restaurant, to-go bag tucked under the opposite arm. To her right, one particular table caught her eye. A man and woman sat shaking their heads.


    She gestured with the bottle in their direction. “Oh, what are you looking at? He’s leaving me for someone with a bob. A fucking bob!”


    Finally outside, her painfully uncomfortable heels clicked along the sidewalk until she reached the town car Fisher had hired to drive them to and from the restaurant. The driver hopped out and opened the door for her, thankfully without acknowledging the bottle she carried. Story dug around in her purse and produced two twenty-dollar bills before rattling off her apartment address.


    Leaning back against the leather seat as the town car pulled onto the highway, Story took another deep pull of the cold champagne, then held the bottle against her forehead as she swallowed. She’d have a bitch of a hangover tomorrow, but at least she didn’t have to teach a room full of kindergartners in the morning.


    Thank God for summer vacation.


    She reached into her purse and pulled out her phone with the intention of calling her mother. Instead, the device buzzed in her palm, signaling an incoming call. With a frown, she stared down at the unfamiliar area code and slid her finger across the screen to answer.


    “Hello?”


    “Yes, hi. Is this Ms. Story Brooks?”


    She tipped the already half-empty bottle to her lips and drank deeply. “Mmm-hmm.”


    A pregnant pause. “I’m calling from Lenox Hill Hospital in New York. Your father, Jack Brooks, was admitted this afternoon following a heart attack. You’re listed as next of kin on his medical records.”


    “What?” Story shot straight up in her seat, spilling champagne all over her legs. “He’s not…d-dead, right?”


    “No. No, he’s in stable condition. I apologize for not stating that up front. We generally contact any next of kin in these situations.”


    “Oh.” Her alcohol-fogged brain struggled to play catch-up. She hadn’t seen her father, Jack, in years. After his divorce from her mother when she’d been a mere child, he’d made an attempt to be in her life, but had ultimately led a separate existence in New York for the last decade. At best, she would describe their relationship as cordial, although he still managed to involve himself, forcing his opinion on her whenever he felt it necessary. Jack Brooks was controlling and a pain in the ass. But he was her father. “Does…does he have anyone there with him?”


    “No family, ma’am.”


    Story thanked the hospital administrator and disconnected the call just as the town car pulled up in front of her apartment building. She slid her clammy fingers around the door handle and addressed the driver through the glass partition.


    “Can you wait for me? I’m going to need a ride to the airport.”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Jack Brooks, legend among hostage negotiators nationwide, was human after all.


    As Daniel Chase sat in the hospital waiting room, he tried to wrap his mind around the fact that his larger-than-life, cigar-smoking, no-bullshit-taking mentor currently lay in a hospital bed, attached to a host of beeping machines and wires. He’d never seen Jack looking anything less than robust, but in mere minutes, hospital visiting hours would begin and all that would change. He could easily flash the nurse his badge and get in early, just get it over with, but he was thankful for the extra time to gather his thoughts.


    He glanced around at the functionally gray, devoid-of-character walls, knowing Jack was hating every minute of being confined to this place. They’d learned a lot about each other over the last five years, after Jack had plucked Daniel, a newly minted detective, out of a negotiation course provided by the department. When Daniel excelled in the class, surpassing his fellow officers by a wide margin, he’d been taken under Jack’s wing to learn the ropes. Since then, he’d witnessed Jack negotiate dozens of hostage situations and resolved quite a few of his own.


    Somewhere along the line, his mentor had become his friend, despite the gap in their age. Although if an outsider happened to overhear a typical conversation between them, he might assume they were enemies. Friends didn’t come easy to either of them, and it was with a grudging respect that they operated together so well. He still had a lot to learn from Jack.


    Daniel wasn’t quite ready to acknowledge exactly where an early retirement from Jack would leave him. At thirty-two years of age, he would be the primary hostage negotiator in New York City. His professional attachment to the revered Jack Brooks all but guaranteed it. How an orphan who’d spent his youth as property of the state had managed to make it to this lofty a position, he couldn’t begin to figure out.


    He pushed to his feet and left the waiting room with the intention of pacing the hallway. Sitting still did nothing to help ease his anxiety. As Daniel passed the front desk, he winked at the pretty dark-haired nurse who’d been smiling at him since he arrived.


    “Good afternoon…” He discreetly checked her name tag. “Helen.”


    She looked momentarily thrown that he’d called her by name, then looked down at her name tag and giggled. “Oh. Good afternoon.”


    He lowered his voice to a stage whisper. “You know, I’m thinking about getting really sick just so I can check in here and request you as my nurse.” Behind him, Daniel thought he heard a snort, but didn’t turn around to investigate its source.


    Smiling, Helen shook her head. “It doesn’t work that way.”


    You don’t say, he thought sarcastically. Obviously Helen wouldn’t offer much in the way of conversation, but he could work around that. There wouldn’t be much talking required for what he had in mind. Another empty exchange that would help numb his mind for an hour, but leave him feeling worse once it ended. It was a cycle he’d learned to live with. One he didn’t know how to break. He wondered fleetingly if Jack would be offended by Daniel picking up a nurse while his mentor lay incapacitated in a hospital bed. He gave a mental head shake. No, Jack would approve and probably pick up one of his own right after.


    Daniel slipped the nurse’s phone number into his pocket and headed in the direction of Jack’s room. He’d just rounded a corner, his dress shoes squeaking on the polished floor, when he saw her.


    Daniel’s easy stride came to an abrupt halt. The nurse’s name flew right out of his head.


    Staring through the glass of the vending machine, an exquisitely beautiful blonde stood looking entirely out of place in her mundane surroundings. Years of training had Daniel registering everything about her appearance in mere seconds. A natural, golden tan starting at her feet and spreading upward until it disappeared under her jean skirt suggested she either lived outside the city or had just returned from vacation.


    She’ll have tan lines. Daniel nearly groaned out loud at the thought of finding them.


    In sandals and a tank top, she was dressed like she’d come straight from the beach, clearly not anticipating the harsh air-conditioning in the hospital. He watched her shiver a little, rubbing her arms to generate heat. The sight of her delicate hands traveling over her mouthwatering skin kicked his heart rate up another notch.


    Barely conscious of his feet moving, Daniel started toward her, his sole intention to learn the color of her eyes. Blue, he’d guess, based on the long, straw-colored hair hanging to the middle of her back, curling slightly at the ends. He watched as she blew out a breath, disturbing the thick bangs ending just over her eyes. Her posture hinted at fatigue or grief, he couldn’t tell which. Only that he wanted to make it better.


    She stared at the contents of the vending machine, chewing her lip in indecision. His teeth sank into his own bottom lip in response, wishing it was hers.


    As he got closer, her startled gaze flew up to meet his. Lightning rocketed through his system. Curious blue-green eyes widened on him, flicking away just as quickly. He took a step closer.


    Talking to women was like second nature to him, yet he found himself stranded in silence, second-guessing everything that popped into his head. And if he didn’t speak soon, his closeness would begin to alarm her. Say something, idiot.


    “I can’t let you do that,” Daniel blurted.


    “Can’t let me do what, exactly?”


    Her voice slid like silk across his skin and it took him a minute to recapture his train of thought. He tilted his head toward the vending machine. “You’ve got your eye on that healthy cereal bar. It’s a bad selection. Pick something else.”


    She smirked at their side-by-side reflection in the glass. “Elaborate.”


    “No one buys healthy cereal bars.” He tapped his finger against the glass. “That’s been there as long as the machine itself.”


    She peeked up at him, a laugh flirting around the edges of her mouth. “Did you have an alternate suggestion?”


    “Of course.” Daniel tried not to stare at her lips. “You see, there are three factors one must consider when choosing a snack from a vending machine. Substance, for one. It needs to hold you over until real food is available. Freshness, which your cereal bar is sorely lacking. And finally”—his eyes dropped to her mouth—“taste.”


    His blatant come-on gave her pause, but she played along by turning back to consider her options. “These are strong points you’re making, but I’m going to need you to be more specific.”


    “I was getting there.” Using it as an excuse to lean closer to her, Daniel stooped down to peruse the selections, catching her sunshine scent and inhaling deeply. “Ah. Peanut butter crackers. You can’t go wrong there. They’re the best bang for your buck.”


    She was already shaking her head. “No. I’d need milk to eat those. It would be a disaster.” Those blue-green eyes met his once more, only this time humor lurked in their depths. “You know, I could have sworn you were going to pick the trail mix.”


    “Oh, yeah? Why is that?”


    “Because you’re both full of shit.”


    As she turned to punch in her selection for the cereal bar, Daniel couldn’t stop his surprised laughter from echoing down the hallway. She’d caught him off guard. A rare occurrence. He liked it. A hell of a lot.


    He raised his hands. “Fine. At least we’re already in a hospital if you get food poisoning.”


    As she bent forward to retrieve her purchase from the machine, Daniel let his gaze drop to her sweet, heart-shaped ass. One step forward was all it would take to press himself against her, let her feel the potent effect she was having on him. How would she react? Christ, he needed to reel it back a little. They were standing in the middle of a well-lit hallway and he could barely restrain the urge to touch this near-stranger.


    She wouldn’t be a stranger for long. Not if he could help it.


    As she straightened, peeling the cereal bar from its foil wrapper, she turned to face Daniel. Looking him straight in the eye, she sunk her teeth into it. Slowly. His mouth went dry and he might have groaned out loud at the sight of her pink lips closing around it.


    After a few chews, all motion of her mouth ceased. He watched her choke down the bite with what appeared to be considerable effort, eyes tearing slightly. Then she skirted around him and beelined for the water fountain to Daniel’s left. He barely found the willpower to suppress his laughter.


    When she’d drunk her fill, she still looked slightly pale. “Okay, fine. I should have gone with the peanut butter crackers.”


    Daniel smiled. “It takes a confident woman to admit when she’s wrong.”


    Something dimmed behind her eyes. “Oh, I’m frequently wrong.”


    His smile disappeared. She’d gone back to looking slightly lost and he didn’t like it. He wanted the teasing smirk back on her face. Closing the distance between them, he didn’t stop until she needed to tip her head back in order to maintain eye contact. That sunshine scent curled around him, drawing him in closer, until he’d firmly breached her personal space.


    Her eyes narrowed at his proximity, but he didn’t let it deter him.


    “There’s only one way to solve this problem.”


    She raised an eyebrow. “The only problem I have is your lack of boundaries.”


    “You sure about that?” He felt satisfaction when she hesitated. “You’re hungry. When you’re done here, let me take you to lunch.” Let me take you home.


    He caught her sharp intake of breath and knew she’d recognized his intentions. Breaking the spell, she backed away with a disapproving frown. “I’m not here to snag a lunch date, but I appreciate the subtlety of your offer.”


    A sudden thought occurred to Daniel then, blackening his mood. For all he knew, she was in the hospital to visit a husband or lover. It would explain the forlorn expression he’d seen on her face. Daniel felt a sharp jolt of jealousy and it startled him. He’d been talking to her for two minutes and already abhorred the thought of her distressing over another man’s health. What kind of man did she prefer? Probably not the kind who propositioned her within minutes of their first meeting, he thought with a flare of disgust. “Why are you here?”


    A brow quirked at his harsh tone, but she answered anyway. “I’m visiting my father.”


    Relief calmed him, but not nearly enough. “Are you alone?”


    Another flicker in her eyes. “Why? Are you planning on abducting me from the hospital and force-feeding me peanut butter crackers, but withholding milk?”


    Daniel tamped down the need to smile even though his curiosity was far from satisfied. “No. I was thinking more along the lines of Italian food.”


    “Well.” She crossed her arms over her middle. “As long as we avoid seafood.”


    “No objection there. I have a shellfish allergy.”


    Her mouth dropped open. “Seriously?”


    Why such an ordinary fact seemed to delight her, Daniel couldn’t fathom. But he’d take what he could get. He just couldn’t let her walk away. “Is that a yes to lunch?”


    She looked incredulous. “No, it’s not a yes to anything. The only thing I know about you is your weird philosophy on snack foods.”


    “What would you like to know about me?”


    “Nothing. I’m not going to lunch with you.” Blue-green eyes scanned the surrounding hallway. “In fact, being that we’re in a hospital, it just occurred to me that you could be an escaped mental patient. Maybe I should call for help.”


    He gave up the battle with his smile. “I’m taking you to lunch, sunshine.”


    “Like hell you are, trail mix.”


    “My name is Daniel.”


    “And who are you here to see, Daniel?” She tilted her head, one elegant hand reaching into his pocket to pluck out Helen’s number and wave it in his face. “Besides the nurses.”


    God. Damn. Daniel felt as though he’d been dealt a knockout blow. For the first time in at least a decade, he’d been rendered completely speechless. She didn’t wait for a response, just winked at him as she turned and sauntered toward the front desk, tossing Helen’s number into the trash as she passed. After a brief stop at the nurse’s station, she turned down the corridor without looking back once.


    She. He hadn’t even found out her fucking name. Disgusted with himself, Daniel mobilized, catching sight of her just as she stopped outside one of the hospital rooms. Unaware that he watched, she closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, appearing to steel herself for what lay on the other side. Something foreign clutched inside his chest at seeing her so vulnerable, but Daniel hung back, knowing she would resent any intrusion.


    Finally, she straightened her spine and reached down to push open the door. Daniel followed slowly, but froze completely when he heard Jack’s weakened voice emanating from inside.


    “Story.”


    “Hey, Dad.”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Daniel fell back a step. Jack’s daughter? At least he’d found out her name, he thought bitterly. Story. Story Brooks. Fate had a funny way of screwing with him. He meets a woman who knocks him on his ass, makes him crazy for the sight and taste of her, only to find out she’s his friend and mentor’s only daughter. Until today, he’d hardly given a thought to the rarely-spoken-about Story. He and Jack didn’t make a habit of swapping stories about their personal lives. Their relationship was based around negotiation tactics and training methods. In their five-year association, he’d probably mentioned his daughter once in passing, and Daniel, sensing she was a sensitive subject, had let it drop.


    Knowing her identity in advance wouldn’t have made a difference, though. His reaction would have been the same no matter how or when they’d met. Shaking his head to clear it, he refocused on the conversation taking place in the next room.


    “You shouldn’t have come all this way. I’m going to be just fine after a little R & R.” Jack wheezed, making Daniel flinch. “Not that I’m not happy to see you. I’m just surprised that you came.”


    “Surprised I’d drop everything to come take care of my father who I only speak to on birthdays and holidays? I’m a little surprised, too.” She paused. “I’ve never been to New York, though. It seemed like a good excuse.”


    “I see you haven’t changed one bit,” Jack responded good-naturedly. “Story, I should tell you…your mother mentioned what happened last night. I’m sorry.”


    Daniel frowned, wondering what Jack meant.


    “Don’t be sorry,” she said briskly. “It’s not as if it’s your fault.”


    “Yes, well…” He trailed off. “My colleague should be here any minute. He has the spare key to my place. I’m sure you want to get settled in.”


    Daniel took that as his cue to stop eavesdropping like a teenager and face the music. He walked inside, his gaze immediately colliding with Story’s confused one. Keeping his face clean of any recognition, he diverted his attention toward Jack.


    “Ah, speak of the devil and he appears.” Jack gestured with a weak wave. “Daniel, meet my daughter, the kindergarten teacher. Story just flew in from California this morning.”


    He pasted on what he hoped was a warm smile and extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, Story.”


    She didn’t move. Jack watched them expectantly from his reclined position in the bed and Daniel widened his eyes slightly at Story to nudge her into action. With a little head shake, she placed her hand in his, the contact generating a burst of static.


    “Um. Likewise.”


    Jack addressed his daughter once more. “Detective Chase here started as an apprentice and is now an expert negotiator in his own right. We’ve been working together for about five years.”


    She bobbed her head once. “That’s…great.”


    “Kindergarten teacher, huh?” Daniel couldn’t keep the amusement from his face. He never would have pegged the girl who’d told him he was full of shit as a kindergarten teacher. “I’m sure the kids keep you on your toes. And vice versa.”


    “You seem pretty sure about a lot of things,” she said under her breath.


    It took considerable effort to maintain his casual posture with her standing so close, talking to him in that husky way of hers. He felt anything but casual. The need she’d stirred in him moments before, when they’d only been strangers, hadn’t been diminished by learning she was Jack’s daughter. In fact, it grew stronger by the second.


    From the hospital bed, Jack cleared his throat, catapulting Daniel back to reality. “Story, would you mind grabbing me a cup of coffee from the cafeteria? The stuff they’re bringing me isn’t worth a damn.”


    Her hand slipped from his. “Sure, Dad.”


    As he watched Story disappear through the hospital room door, he felt Jack’s gaze burning into the side of his head. He pasted a casual expression onto his face and turned. “You didn’t mention your daughter was coming to New York.”


    “Don’t even think about it, Danny.”


    Damn. “Boss?”


    Jack pointed toward the hallway, a look on his face that clearly said, you’re not fooling anyone, buddy. “Whatever you’re thinking, forget it. She is in no place right now to field your advances.”


    “Why is that?” Daniel asked. Jack gave him a black look and he backpedaled. “Not that I’m interested in…advancing on her. Obviously. I’m just curious about the second part. Is something wrong?”


    Jack sighed heavily. “The trip was…spontaneous. The asshole doctor she was planning on marrying in two weeks’ time broke off their engagement last night.”


    Daniel’s heart pounded furiously in his chest, drowning out the beeping machines. She’d been engaged up until last night. Her distant expression when he came upon her in the hallway crept into his mind. Now he knew why that particular look had bothered him so much. Heartbreak. “Son of a bitch.”


    Jack shrugged his broad shoulders. “Fisher wasn’t right for her. Some distance from the situation will do her a world of good.”


    “Distance. Right.” Daniel drifted from the conversation, wrestling with the image of Story and this Fisher. A man who’d apparently hurt her enough to send her flying across the country. The notion didn’t sit well with him. When Jack cleared his throat, he snapped out of his dark thoughts, only to find his mentor watching him closely. Too closely.


    When Jack finally spoke, Daniel could practically hear an ax whistling toward his neck. “I’ve never addressed your fucked-up track record with women, because hell, mine isn’t all that sparkly either. This is different. She is my daughter and she’s vulnerable after her breakup. I won’t have you taking advantage of her. She came here to heal, not to be your latest conquest. Hands. Off. My daughter.”


    Daniel rubbed the back of his neck. Apparently his mentor didn’t think very highly of him. For good reason. His history with women happened to be abysmal, to put it mildly. No father in his right mind would want him anywhere near his daughter. He quickly made a joke to dispel the twinge in his chest. “Great to see the heart attack did nothing to dull your good humor.”


    “This isn’t a laughing matter.” Jack made an impatient noise. “I hate being stuck in this hospital bed the first time she’s ever come to visit me. I can’t do a damn thing for her. Would you mind giving her a ride to my place?”


    Daniel gave his head a quick shake. “Whoa. Wait. You just said—”


    “What? You can’t drive her home without physically accosting her?”


    “I’ll drive her home,” Daniel assured Jack quickly before he got too upset and set off the heart monitors. He’d have a lovely time explaining that to Story. “You can relax. She’s safe with me.”


    “Good. I’m counting on it.” Jack lowered his voice when footsteps sounded once more in the hallway, moving toward the room. “She’s in a strange city and I need someone to look out for her. I suppose you’re my only option. But remember what I said. Keep it zipped.”


    Story walked back into the room then and Jack brightened. “There she is. The girl of the hour.” She glanced over at Daniel with a small smile. From behind Story’s back, Jack slashed his index finger across his throat.


    What the hell had he gotten himself into?

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Story and Daniel didn’t speak after trading stilted good-byes with Jack. On the elevator ride to the hospital lobby, the tension lay palpable between them. Story collected her two pieces of luggage from the pay locker, shrugging when Daniel insisted on carrying them for her. He’d parked his black department vehicle directly outside the entrance so they didn’t have far to walk.


    After freezing in the subzero temperature of the hospital, Story welcomed the blast of July heat outside. Then immediately wanted to run back into the air-conditioned hospital. The humidity radiated off the sidewalk without a hint of breeze to soften the blow. New Yorkers hustled past in every direction, somehow managing not to run smack into one another. A dozen scents hit her at once. Car exhaust, meat being grilled by a sidewalk vendor, and was that…a slight hint of urine?


    Daniel opened the passenger side door for her, meeting her eyes as she slipped into the seat. A different kind of heat trickled through her. At this rate, the combination of Daniel and the humidity would melt her into a puddle before dinnertime. He ducked into the driver’s side, his solid frame making the car feel infinitely smaller. Putting them much too close.


    Discreetly, she hoped, Story studied his profile. Strong jaw, stubborn chin, deep black hair brushing the collar of his dress shirt. As he pulled into traffic, his teeth bit down into his lower lip in an unconsciously sensual gesture. Every movement of his body screamed sex. Combined with his ladies, ladies, there’s enough of me to go around vibe, she could understand why women stopped to gawk at him on the sidewalk. She couldn’t deny his magnetism. The guarantee of satisfaction practically radiated from him.


    She wanted nothing to do with such an obvious ladies’ man, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t think about what it would be like. To let him “take her to lunch,” so to speak. She’d watched him peruse her body hungrily through the vending machine glass when he thought she wasn’t looking. A man who looked and acted like Daniel knew his way around a woman’s body, but she didn’t intend to assist him in honing his skills any further. She’d leave those honors to Nurse Helen.


    But she could imagine. Later. Like when he wasn’t sitting five feet away.


    Unable to stand the silence or her own pointless thoughts any longer, Story finally spoke. “So. That was an interesting turn of events.”


    Daniel slanted a look in her direction. “Yeah. Interesting.” He didn’t elaborate.


    Determinedly, she tried again. “I mean, you have to admit, this feels a lot like daytime television. Dad sick in the hospital…in walks semi-estranged daughter…” Nothing from Daniel. She had the sudden urge to shake him. “You and Jack seem close. I imagine he wouldn’t be too thrilled to know you made a pass at me.” With satisfaction, she watched his knuckles go white on the steering wheel.


    “That’s putting it mildly.”


    Story chuckled under her breath. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to rat you out.”


    He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Listen, about earlier…I didn’t realize…”


    “Realize what?” After a tense moment, it dawned on her. Apparently three thousand miles hadn’t been far enough to escape the constant reminder of her humiliation. Story ducked her head. “Ah. Jack told you about Fisher.” He made a low sound in his throat, confirming her suspicion. “What does my broken engagement have to do with you making a pass at me? If anything, it should be welcome news, being that I’m on the rebound.” Her attempt to make light of the situation fell flat.


    “I’m not interested in being your rebound.” His voice sounded harsh. “Is that what you came here for? To work…him…out of your system?”


    “No,” she countered. “If that’s all I wanted, I certainly didn’t need to fly across the country for it. I’m here for my father and that’s all.”


    Daniel sent her a look she couldn’t interpret. “Glad to hear it.”


    They pulled up outside a tall brick apartment building with a green awning. He cut the engine and exited the car to retrieve her luggage, frowning at her when she didn’t wait for him to open her passenger side door. She couldn’t get a read on this frustrating man. One minute his attitude bordered on hostile, and the next he was the picture of chivalry.


    The simple marble lobby of the building consisted of a few potted plants and an elevator bank. They rode to the fourth floor in silence, although the atmosphere between them felt charged. Daniel stared at the double doors with his jaw flexing, increasing her irritation. She’d been perfectly willing to find Jack’s building on her own. She hadn’t needed him to drop her off on the doorstep like a helpless child. When the doors finally slid open, she breezed past him off the elevator, then was forced to wait for him when she realized she didn’t know Jack’s apartment number. Ignoring his amused snort, she followed him down the hallway to 4R and waited for him to unlock the door.


    Her father’s apartment was sparsely decorated but comfortable. Couch, flat-screen television, dining room table. No pictures or knickknacks. Ruthlessly clean and organized. She smelled a hint of cigar smoke and smiled. The smell had always comforted her. She walked to the window and looked out onto a courtyard behind the building, which came complete with a flower garden, trees, and a bench.


    She could feel Daniel’s eyes on her, watching from just inside the apartment door. The silence between them seemed to grow thicker with each passing minute. With anticipation? No. Now that he knew who she was, he wouldn’t jeopardize his working relationship with Jack. She thought they’d tacitly come to that very agreement on the car ride over. But his silent, lingering presence said otherwise.


    “I believe the spare bedroom is down the hall on the right,” he said gruffly. “Knowing Jack, there’s probably not a whole lot in the fridge, but there’s a supermarket down the street on the corner of York.”


    Story nodded absently, bypassing Daniel’s imposing frame to check out the spare bedroom. He followed behind with her suitcases and she tried to stem the nervous fluttering in her stomach. In the hospital, when they’d just been two people discussing snack foods, he’d wanted to take her home. Then everything had changed.


    Or had it? In the end, hadn’t he ended up bringing her home just like he wanted?


    A simply made full-size bed took up most of the tiny room, leaving her just enough space to stow her suitcase. She’d heard that space came at a premium in New York, but she could literally take two steps in any direction and hit a wall. Since she didn’t plan on spending a lot of time cooped up in the apartment, it hardly mattered.


    Story turned to leave but Daniel blocked the doorway. As their eyes met, she felt a frisson of alarm at the intensity there. The intimacy of their surroundings came into sharp focus. If she stepped back, she would fall onto the bed. As before in the car, he made the room feel smaller just by standing in it.


    When Daniel finally spoke, his voice sounded hoarse. “I’m only a few blocks away. If you need anything.”


    Warmth spread through Story at the clear meaning behind his words. Or maybe she was imagining the offer of something more. A man like Daniel could read the phone book and make it sexy. She was probably projecting, but just in case… “And what is it you’d like to help me with, Daniel?”


    He sucked in a breath. “All kinds of things.”


    “Is that right?”


    “Fuck yes.”


    In response to his raw tone, an ache spread between her thighs. His eyes raked over her, lingering on her hardening nipples, which were surely visible beneath her cotton tank top. For three years, she’d only been with Fisher. Being this close to another man almost felt like cheating. But it wasn’t. As of last night, she no longer owed him her loyalty. She could do as she pleased. Provoking Daniel might be like playing with fire, but at the moment she couldn’t find the will to stop. The last twenty-four hours of her life had been a shit show. Didn’t her complete and utter embarrassment grant her the right to a little fun?


    Her eyes dropped to Daniel’s bottom lip as he raked it with his teeth. Would he give her mouth the same treatment? Maybe just one kiss would be okay. One kiss.


    Then he opened his mouth and shot her plan to hell. “But just because I want to, doesn’t mean I will. You’re Jack’s daughter. We’re not going there.”


    Irritation snaked its way through her. She’d had enough decisions made on her behalf to last her a lifetime. She gave an exaggerated shrug. “You’re right. It probably would have been a disappointment, anyway.”


    He jerked back. “A disappointment? What the hell does that mean?”


    Suppressing a smile, Story reached for her suitcase and heaved it onto the bed. “Nothing. Just that in my experience, guys who talk the biggest game are usually a letdown in the end.”


    Daniel studied her for a moment, then barked out a laugh. “Are you honestly trying to use reverse psychology on a hostage negotiator? You’re looking at an expert, sunshine.”


    Shit. She totally had been. It worked well enough on her five-year-old students. “Nope, just being honest. I am nothing if not a pillar of honesty.”


    “Right.” He didn’t budge from the doorway.


    As she removed a stack of shirts from her suitcase, she looked up at him through her eyelashes. “Thanks for dropping me off, Daniel. I assume you know how to let yourself out?”


    A muscle working in his jaw, he returned her challenging look. “Are you dismissing me?”


    She pursed her lips. “That’s sure what it sounded like.”


    “It wouldn’t be disappointing.”


    Ha! Mental booty dance. Who’s the expert now, homeboy? Story placed her folded clothes on the bed with a sigh, then turned to face him. “I’ll tell you what. You’ve got one minute to prove me wrong.”


    His eyes narrowed. “Elaborate.”


    She slipped her phone out of her pocket and held it up. “I’ll set the timer for one minute. You’ll have sixty seconds to prove you’re not just a bunch of talk.”


    Daniel glanced at the bed behind her. “The things I want to do to you, Story, would take a lot longer than sixty seconds. Your phone’s battery would die well before I finished.”


    “Then show yourself the door,” she managed, her body responding to his blatant honesty.


    “Set the damn timer.”


    He’d called her bluff. Or maybe she’d called his. Story didn’t know anymore. Only that the electricity sparking between them made her feel anxious and needy. She felt defenseless under his hot regard, the sensuality he radiated heating her like a roaring fire. If he knew the effect his proximity had on her, she would lose any control she had over the situation. Could she steal one minute and walk away? She didn’t have any choice, having been the one to throw down the gauntlet.


    Story just barely managed to keep her voice even as her fingers unlocked the screen on her phone and she opened the timer application. “Fine. I’m not sure what you can prove in one minute, but let’s see what you’ve got, big boy.”


    “Lift up your skirt.”


    The deep tone of his unexpected demand raked across her senses. Composure slipping, her eyes shot to his. “Wh-what?”


    “I want your permission.”


    “I don’t understand,” she breathed.


    “When my minute is up, you need to remember that you asked for it. Lift your skirt.”


    One thought and one thought only raced through her mind. Oh God. I am in way over my head here. She almost called it off right at that moment, but his knowing smirk urged her on. He didn’t think she was brave enough to continue. His arrogance infuriated her, even as it made her want him more.


    She tossed the phone onto the narrow chest of drawers. Trembling hands dropped to the hem of her jean skirt. She reveled in the satisfaction of watching his jaw loosen, his eyes glaze as they tracked the movement of her fingers. Slowly, she gathered the material in her hands and drew the skirt up her thighs and over her hips to reveal her simple black thong.


    Daniel hissed a low sound of approval and started toward her, a determined expression on his face. His hands flexed at his sides like he already imagined them moving over her skin. Panicking, she held him off with one hand to the chest.


    “Wait. Your minute hasn’t started yet.”


    “Start it. Now.”


    Swallowing her nerves, she reached toward her phone. They both watched as her finger tapped the start button displayed on the screen. His minute began.


    Time raced past, but Daniel didn’t move right away like she thought he would. His eyes dropped to her mouth and he dipped his head slowly, filling her with anticipation.


    One hand came up to frame her jaw. “This isn’t a rebound.”


    “Call it whatever you want,” she whispered back.


    Lips traced over hers before his tongue dipped inside to sample her mouth, as if seeking the answer to a question. Seconds ticked by while he teased her, exploring her reactions to every brush of his lips, lick of his tongue. If she’d felt exposed before, the feeling increased tenfold as he learned her secrets, drawing them out of her with his kiss. Forcing her to reveal herself.


    Then he took his newfound knowledge and used it against her.


    With strong, capable hands, Daniel grasped her hips and backed her against the wall with lightning speed. His thigh wedged itself between her legs. No longer gentle or curious, his mouth took complete ownership of hers, fusing it with his in a kiss meant to destroy and rebuild. Despite the brutality behind it, she felt worshiped, as if his pleasure far exceeded her own, which had to be impossible.


    Story might as well have never been kissed before. All at once, she felt reckless. Wild. Free. Digging desperate hands into his hair, she pulled him closer, begging him to deepen the kiss further. Daniel obliged, sinking his tongue into her mouth with a growl.


    As they parted for breath, his voice grated against her lips. “If you keep working that hot little tongue against mine, I’ll have no choice but to fuck you.”


    Before she could respond, he pressed his muscular thigh higher and tighter against her core, stemming her words. Story’s feet left the ground until he’d pinned her to the wall. The insistent pressure between her legs robbed her of thought. Her breath came in harsh little pants and nothing could stop her from moving on his hard thigh, working her hips up and down in an attempt to ease the growing ache.


    “Would you like to come now, gorgeous?”


    Story’s answer sounded breathless. “What do you think?” Her head fell back against the wall with a thud. One of his hands slid up her bare thigh, higher and higher until it reached her ass. She felt him gather the backside of her thong in his fist, twisting the fabric until it wrapped around his fingers once. The silky material pulled taut, sliding over the most sensitive part of her and making her head spin. His teeth scraped against her neck, sending a thrill of sensation shuddering through her body.


    “Say please, baby.”


    “Please,” she moaned.


    Then he tugged on the thong and her mind went blank, oblivious to everything but the pleasure coursing through her. She shook against him as her orgasm battered its way through her system, prolonged by the calculated tugging of material between her legs. His mouth latched onto hers, absorbing her cries, groaning at her wild response.


    When her shaking subsided, Daniel released her mouth, his panting breaths matching her own. “Set it again. I haven’t even gotten started.” He thrust himself, hard and thick, against her thigh. “More.”


    More? Story’s world tilted. What in the hell had just happened? She’d been standing on terra firma carrying on a conversation with him and a minute later he’d managed to give her the most powerful orgasm she could remember. In over her head? What a gross under-exaggeration on her part. Daniel was operating on an entirely different level. One that her sleep-deprived, recently dumped brain couldn’t begin to comprehend.


    More than likely, his skill had been perfected with hundreds of women. And she’d just inflated his ego even more by acting out her own amateur version of Gone in Sixty Seconds against his leg.


    Oh God, could I be more pathetic?


    “Hey. Come back to me, Story.”


    Something knotted in her throat at the earnest plea made against her neck. The events of the last twenty-four hours suddenly landed on her head like a ton of bricks. She could barely get oxygen into her lungs. If she allowed herself to think clearly for even one more moment, every ounce of pain and humiliation would rush to the surface. She would drown in tears and self-pity, forcing herself to admit that the last three years were a waste of time and a drain on her spirit. So she wouldn’t think. Not yet.


    Daniel could distract her. Make her feel like a desirable woman if only for one afternoon. Prevent her from thinking too much about her mistakes and shortcomings. Threading her fingers through his hair, she tugged until his mouth left her neck. He raised his head and looked at her questioningly, eyes dark and heavy, mouth damp from kissing her. He appeared drugged in his arousal. For her.


    She’d done that to him. The knowledge filled her with desperately needed confidence. Hadn’t she made the decision last night to stop sitting idly by while life happened around her? She didn’t want to be the girl who played it safe anymore. In the end, hadn’t her “safe” choice in Fisher come back to bite her in the ass? Right here, in this moment, she wanted Daniel.


    “There you are,” he murmured, golden-brown eyes heating. He ducked his head to scrape his stubbled chin across her cleavage. “Whatever is going on in your head right now, keep thinking it.”


    Her breath hitched in her throat. “I’m thinking about you taking me to bed.”


    Daniel’s big body shuddered against her in response. His hands caressed the sides of her thighs, sliding up and around to palm her bottom. “Tell me. In your mind, what are we doing in that bed? Are we fucking nice and slow or are you making me sweat for it?”


    “I’m…you’re…” Story tried to form words and failed as he kneaded her flesh.


    The timer went off on her phone, but he continued as though he didn’t even hear it. “Am I under you, watching your breasts bounce as you buck those hips? Or am I on top of you the first time? I could force those thighs wide and bury myself deep in between them.” He leaned forward to lick the curve of her ear. “Maybe I’m behind you. Ah, fuck, I could get in so deep that way, gorgeous. Tell me what you want. I’ll make it happen.”


    The answer materialized in her mind. Just as she opened her mouth to tell him, somewhere in the room a cell phone rang, loud and siren-like. Daniel dropped his head forward with a sharp curse, fist pounding against the wall above her.


    Looking as though he wanted to ignore it, he finally reached into his back pocket to extricate his phone. “It’s work. I have to answer,” he explained through clenched teeth.


    Nodding mutely, Story slid down his thigh until her feet touched the floor and she stood. He made a sound of protest over their separation, but the incessant ringing interrupted him.


    “Chase.” He barked into the phone. After listening for a moment, his eyes slid shut. “Fine. I’ll be there in ten.” As he hung up, his hot gaze swept her from head to toe, lingering on her still-hiked-up skirt. Cheeks heating, she quickly pulled it back in place. “I have to go.”


    Avoiding his stare, she nodded. “So I heard. Um. Thanks for everything.” Oh my God. “I mean, thanks for dropping me off and carrying the suitcase and all that. Not thanks for the orgasm or whatever.” Shut up. Shut up now. “Well, I mean, thanks for that, too. I guess.”


    Mortification complete. Kill me now.


    Daniel’s eyebrows rose and the corners of his mouth quirked up. “You’re welcome.” He took a step toward her. “I really don’t want to leave.”


    “Maybe it’s for the best,” she rushed out before he came any closer.


    His face darkened. “We’ll talk about this later. There’s a situation where I’m needed or we’d discuss it right now.”


    Suddenly wanting nothing more than to be alone, she nodded in response. He looked as though he wanted to say more, but with one last glance in her direction, he left the room. A moment later she heard the front door open and close.


    “Thank you for the orgasm? Really?” Story wailed at the ceiling.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Story gazed up at the ceiling of Grand Central Terminal, the green and gold constellations running the length of the busy concourse. Hundreds of people rushed past in every direction, some talking into cell phones, all studiously avoiding eye contact with one another. She felt invisible and energized all at once. The sheer magnitude of the station and the constant rumble of sounds drowned out her problems until they ceased to exist.


    Peering down at her frayed jean skirt and sandals, she felt hideously out of place among the sea of business suits, but no one seemed to notice. It made her want to return in a clown suit juggling pineapples to see if she could garner the attention of at least one cool New Yorker, but somehow she doubted it.


    After Daniel left, she’d felt the need to escape. Jack’s apartment, being far from cheerful to begin with, had felt too quiet. A perfect space for dark thoughts to fester. So she’d unpacked and started walking, finding Grand Central quite by mistake. It turned out to be the perfect match for her current state of mind. Jumbled, chaotic, confused.


    Sighing, she leaned back against a marble pillar, the passing mob altering its course slightly to avoid her. Less than one day had gone by since Fisher broke up with her. She could hardly believe it. In that small space of time, she’d jumped on a plane to New York, shocked her father by showing up unannounced, and made out with an insanely hot hostage negotiator. Her father’s protégé, no less.


    At the memory of Daniel’s mouth on hers, his hands moving possessively over her skin, Story felt her blood heat. Pressing a cool hand to her cheek to relieve the spreading pinkness, she tried to think of something, anything, else. Austin Powers. Rotten bananas. Beatlemania. Scabies.


    Nothing worked.


    She even tried thinking of Fisher, but it only led to one hideous realization. In three years, he’d never once scrambled her brain the way Daniel had earlier that afternoon. Not even close. She hadn’t thought of him even once while Daniel kissed her. It was almost enough to make her feel a tiny bit guilty. Almost.


    All at once, Story felt foolish. She’d been about to settle for someone who’d hardly even kissed her toward the end. Of course, she held no delusions that Daniel would somehow be a better choice. She’d never met a man more suited to playing the field. But if nothing else, he’d given her some valuable perspective. In addition to one seriously mind-blowing orgasm.


    Feeling fractionally better, Story pulled the cell phone from her hoodie pocket and frowned when she saw a missed call from Fisher. Why would he be calling her? He’d made it clear last night that he’d moved on. Probably something concerning the wedding and the dozen or so cancellations they had yet to make. She couldn’t deal with him right now—or ever—so she went into the settings on her phone and blocked his number. Then she scrolled through her contacts and selected a different name. Someone she actually wanted to speak with. Smiling, she held the phone to her ear.


    Hayden, her college roommate, answered on the second ring. “Bitch, if you’re calling to tell me how great the weather is in San Diego, I’m hanging up.”


    Story pushed away from the pillar with a laugh and walked toward the exit, dodging bodies as she went. She and Hayden had attended UC Berkeley together, sharing a dorm the first year and an apartment the remaining three. A Manhattan native, Hayden had returned to New York after school to be near her incredibly wealthy family, who held the purse strings with a tight fist. They’d wanted Hayden at home to assist in running their various charity organizations, and she’d been given no choice but to obey. It had broken Story’s heart to watch her best friend leave.


    “The weather is probably perfect as usual, but I’m not there to either confirm or deny.”


    “Huh. Are you already in Maui? The wedding isn’t for another two weeks.”


    “Actually, it’s never. I hope your plane ticket is refundable.” Story took a deep breath as the line went silent. “Weddings are boring, anyway. I decided to come to New York and hang out with you instead. Did you know your fellow citizens have fully embraced public urination?”


    After a long pause, Hayden finally spoke, her voice crisp and businesslike. “Exactly how wasted drunk will we be getting? Just ballpark it for me.”


    “Obliterated.”


    “Fabulous. Does tomorrow night work? Mommy dearest roped me into hosting a benefit tonight. Gag.”


    “That’s perfect, actually. I need to sleep. We’ll text tomorrow about a plan.”


    “Deal.” Hayden paused. “Hey, honey, I’m glad you’re here. You’re going to be just fine. And if you need an extra push, we’ll burn Fisher in effigy. Right in the middle of Times Square.”


    Feeling tears threaten, Story laughed. “I missed you.”


    “See you tomorrow.”


    Story pushed through the doors of Grand Central leading to the equally busy sidewalk, her mood dramatically improved at having something to look forward to. Taking a minute to orient herself, she walked back toward Jack’s apartment on the East Side, stopping only to pick up groceries. Very expensive groceries. Six dollars for cereal? Apparently in addition to living space, corn flakes came at a premium, too.


    With the bags loaded under one arm, she fished the keys out of her pocket and entered the building. Seeing two people enter the elevator, she called out for them to hold it. A hand shot out, preventing the metal doors from sliding shut.


    “Thank you,” she breathed.


    A balding man in his early forties looked back at her from behind dirty glasses. To his right, an elderly woman stood hunched over, using his arm for support. Story smiled at them both, punching the number for the fourth floor.


    “Hi, I’m Story,” she said quickly, to fill the silence. “Just visiting my father for the week.” Neither of them responded and the man aimed a dark look in her direction, preventing her from saying anything else. Unnerved by his unwavering stare, she averted her gaze, praying for the elevator to hurry.


    When the doors rolled open, the man and woman exited slowly behind her. Looking over her shoulder, she noticed that the woman was having great difficulty walking, even with the younger man’s assistance. Not in the best shape, he labored underneath her weight.


    After setting the groceries down outside Jack’s door, she turned and jogged back toward them. “Can I help?”


    The man looked mildly startled by her offer, but nodded and shrugged. Story took the woman’s arm, helping them down the hallway.


    Muttering to himself, he dug in his jeans and pulled out a set of keys to unlock the door. “Thank you. I can take it from here.”


    “Okay, sure, no problem.” After a brief hesitation, she turned to leave. The woman appeared ready to collapse, but she didn’t want to force her help on them. He’d seemed reluctant accepting her help in the first place.


    “Damned insurance company,” he suddenly called after Story, forcing her to turn back. He nodded toward the woman, who didn’t seem capable of speaking for herself. “They won’t cover her hospital stay any more. I had to miss work today to bring her home. Damned crooks. Damned crooks.”


    A little startled by his vehement tone, Story edged toward her apartment door. “Sorry to hear that. Let me know if I can do anything to help out.”


    “Thank you,” he said finally, studying her long and hard enough to discomfort her.


    Story gathered the groceries and slipped inside, feeling his eyes on her the entire time. Locking the dead bolt quickly behind her, it occurred to her that maybe New Yorkers avoid their neighbors for good reason.


    …


    From where he was parked across the street, Daniel watched Story disappear inside the apartment building. He’d caught sight of her approaching two blocks away, her blond hair standing out like a beacon against the gray backdrop of the city. His fingers curled into his palm. He desperately wanted to follow her into the building, finish what they’d started earlier, but he couldn’t.


    Minutes later, the light flicked on in Jack’s apartment and Daniel relaxed. After being called to a convenience store holdup in Midtown that the Emergency Services Unit, himself included, had resolved in under an hour, he’d come straight back here to find Story gone. And despite the intensity of his disappointment, he knew now it was for the best. The time he’d spent waiting for her to return safely had given him ample time to think.


    Being recruited at age eighteen by the department had given Daniel purpose, but becoming a hostage negotiator saved his life. And he had Jack to thank for that. For everything. Before learning the careful control and reasoning ability it took to solve a hostage crisis, his dark past had threatened to swallow him whole. Moving between foster homes his entire youth and turning eighteen without any sense of direction, Daniel had been cast adrift like so many orphans who’d grown up without the benefit of parental guidance.


    He would never fully escape the memories of his time being passed around the five boroughs between overcrowded homes. And one painful memory in particular. Learning to negotiate had given him a sense of control. Helped him cope with the pain of those years.


    In the space of one afternoon, he’d jeopardized the very glue holding him together. Not to mention his relationship with the man who’d seen fit to pass on his hard-won wisdom. Despite his indebtedness toward Jack, he’d wasted no time in coming on to Story like a prisoner receiving his first conjugal visit in a decade. If Jack knew, he’d cut him off fast enough to make his head spin. Where would that leave him?


    Against his will, Daniel’s mind drifted back to Story. Had it been temporary insanity or could she possibly be half as sweet as his memory reflected? Despite her initial bravado, he could tell she’d been surprised by her response to his touch, and that honesty had shaken him, inflamed him, until he’d taken it further than intended. If his cell phone hadn’t rung at that precise moment, Daniel held no doubts that he would still be upstairs exploring the staggering attraction he felt for her. Thoroughly. Repeatedly.


    An image of Story’s head thrown back as he drove into her made Daniel slam the steering wheel with his fist. Getting physical with her had been one hell of a mistake. Because now that he’d been given a taste, his craving for her was nearly unbearable.


    After a childhood spent being told he’d never amount to anything, he’d learned to earn approval through sex. But somewhere along the line, he’d stopped gaining any pleasure from his conquests until they all blurred together into a whirlwind of female voices and faces. Sex without connection. Cheapening him, but giving him nothing in return.


    Not so with Story. With her, he’d been present. In the moment. He hadn’t been dreading the inevitable aftereffects. There hadn’t been room in his head for anything besides her.


    Until last night, another man had called her his fiancé. A man whom she possibly still loved and cared for. Daniel’s jaw flexed at the reminder. Just the thought of some bastard’s hands on her hindered his ability to think clearly. A reaction unlike him on so many levels. One, his profession dictated that he keep a level head at all times, never allowing his emotions to outweigh his ability to reason. A trait that normally carried over into his personal life.


    Two, he’d never given a damn before who his conquests were with before or after him. It never entered his mind once they left his apartment to catch a cab.


    Daniel recalled the flicker of uncertainty he’d glimpsed on Story’s face after he made her climax. Almost as if she’d been embarrassed by her body’s needs. She lacked the confidence that a woman of her beauty typically possessed when it came to men. Apparently on top of being a bastard, her ex-fiancé had been a shitty lover, something for which he couldn’t exactly muster any outrage.


    It shouldn’t matter, moron. You can’t have her.


    Jack knew exactly what Daniel was. He’d been right to warn him away from Story. Who would want a masochistic man-whore anywhere near their daughter? He’d somehow managed to earn an inkling of trust from Jack from their years of working together, and in under an hour, he’d betrayed that trust. Proving his sickness, he wanted to do it again.


    It totally figured that the only woman to shatter his control would be the daughter of the man who’d taught him the importance of discipline and restraint in the first place. He almost laughed at the irony of it all. Almost.


    He wanted her. So goddamn bad. To show her what her body was capable of. To extinguish any trace of insecurity foisted on her by her previous relationship. Maybe her ex-fiancé had held her heart, but Daniel knew he could own her body if given the chance. He would have the pleasure of teaching her how to satisfy him in return. Not that it would take much. Simply being in the same room as Story aroused him to an agonizing degree. The thought of her, naked and eager to please, robbed him of breath.


    In the name of self-preservation, Daniel put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb into the flow of traffic. If he sat outside the building any longer, he would be pounding on her door and demanding she let him in. In more ways than one.


    She’d go back to California in a week or so once Jack recovered, and everything would return to normal. Daniel could go back to meaningless sex with near-strangers and over time Story’s image would fade from his mind.


    Even he didn’t believe his own bullshit.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Story woke early the next morning from ten straight hours of dreamless sleep. After showering and throwing on a light summer dress, she walked out the door. With a quick stop at the corner deli to grab coffee and muffins for herself and Jack, she began the twelve-block walk to the hospital. Neighborhood residents raised their hands to hail the cabs flying down Second Avenue without even looking up from their cell phones or newspapers. Even at the early hour, July humidity already permeated the air. Today, however, a slight breeze rolled off the East River, drying her shower-dampened hair for her.


    She strolled along the sidewalk to a soundtrack of beeping horns and passing buses, wondering if she would be staying in town long enough to get used to the constant noise.


    Not if her mother had anything to say about it. Lynette had sent her three e-mails since last night, worried over her fragile mental state and oh-so-casually hinting at the usefulness of therapy. She wanted Story to come home where she could baby her and subject her to a round of holistic spa treatments. But for once, neither of those things sounded appealing. No, she needed to stand on her own two feet this time. Reflect on her mistakes without the comfort of being told that what happened with Fisher wasn’t her fault.


    Because frankly, it had partly been her fault. Not the cheating or the breakup obviously, but staying in the relationship as long as she had. Being on Fisher’s arm for countless hospital functions and fund-raising events had lodged the correct responses to every question in her brain until her originality had faded along with any genuine feeling she had for him. She’d made excuses for their missing connection, telling herself that once he established his career, they would spend more time together.


    She hadn’t wanted to fail.


    Had she actually thought marriage would fix what was broken? Story suspected that a tiny part of her, one she didn’t want to identify, simply hadn’t wanted to end up alone like her mother. As much as she loved and respected Lynette, she relied too much on Story to cure her loneliness. Her lack of companionship. What Story didn’t take into account? Simply being in a relationship didn’t necessarily equate to happiness.


    Suspecting Lynette was currently operating under the strain of guilt since she’d adored Fisher and had encouraged Story to accept his proposal, she’d e-mailed back to reassure her mother that she would be fine, not to worry, and she loved her. Hopefully it would hold her for an hour or two while she visited with Jack.


    Pushing through the revolving glass door of the hospital, ice-cold air-conditioning rushed over her bare arms and she immediately regretted not bringing a sweater. Families and medical personnel buzzed through the lobby. Skirting her way through the fray, she saw the crowd of people waiting at the elevator bank and sighed. By the time she got upstairs, Jack’s coffee would be freezing. Deciding the exercise couldn’t hurt, she bypassed the elevator bank in favor of the stairs.


    She’d almost reached the eighth floor when a door leading into the stairwell opened and closed above her, followed by descending footsteps heading in her direction. Swallowing nervously, she considered exiting the stairwell. Besides her and the unknown stranger, no one else was making use of the quiet stairway. With a glance to her left, she began walking in the direction of the seventh-floor exit when the stranger came into view.


    “Story?”


    “Daniel.” Relief swamped her, followed quickly by heightened awareness. Dressed in a navy-blue suit and crisp, white shirt, he looked heart-stoppingly handsome this morning, she noticed with a flash of annoyance. Some men looked uncomfortable in a suit, but Daniel wore it like a second skin. An image of weeping nurses tossing their panties at him as he walked the halls swam through her mind.


    He glanced behind Story, then locked hard eyes back on her. “You shouldn’t be walking in here by yourself.”


    “And good morning to you, too.” She shrugged, hands full with paper coffee cups. “There was a line at the elevator bank.”


    “Next time, wait. It’s not safe.” He ran an impatient hand through his hair. “And while we’re on the subject, I hope you’re not planning any nights out by yourself. New York is a far cry from San Diego.”


    Her positive attitude plummeted. Upon arriving in New York, she’d decided to stop letting other people make her decisions, and taking orders didn’t fit into her agenda. “If I do decide to go out by myself at night, what are you going to do about it? Put an APB out on me?” She did her best imitation of a man. “Yeah, officers, be on the lookout for a fully grown adult female out past eight o’clock. She’s gone rogue.”


    His lips twitched. “Is that supposed to be an imitation of me? It needs work.”


    Raising a delicate eyebrow, Story sipped her coffee.


    Daniel sighed. “Look, I just talked to Jack. He doesn’t want you out late at night…unless I’m with you. You’re in a strange city and he wants you safe. So do I.”


    Climbing the stairs to bypass him, she let her irritation show. “Oh, really? Who’s going to keep me safe from you? I think he’d change his mind if he knew you’d ordered me to lift my skirt within an hour of meeting me.”


    He sucked in a breath as she passed. “Jesus, please don’t bring up yesterday. I’m trying my best to forget.”


    Story flinched as though he’d slapped her.


    Daniel paled, ascending the stairs to catch up with her. “Oh, baby. I didn’t mean it like that.”


    Knowing her cheeks were bright red with embarrassment, she ducked her head and increased her pace, intent on getting out of the stairwell and away from Daniel as soon as possible. Before she reached the door, he caught her arm, halting her movement.


    “Sunshine.” He turned Story to face him, lifting her chin and waiting for her to look him in the eye. “I loved everything about yesterday. How can you doubt that?”


    She gave a tiny shake of her head. “You don’t have to explain. It doesn’t matter.”


    “It matters to me,” he growled. “I’m not going to let you walk away thinking I didn’t love every second I spent touching you. Kissing your pretty mouth.”


    His closeness registered along with the rawness of his words. “So why do you want to forget it?”


    Dammit, she shouldn’t be asking that. It made her sound desperate. Wasn’t she, though? Desperate for him? Every cell in her body jumped to life under his simple touch. Apparently her response to him yesterday hadn’t been her imagination. Still, she knew his type. She’d resolved to stay away. Yet here she stood, asking for answers. Goading him.


    Prying his gaze away from her mouth, Daniel reluctantly dropped his hand and stepped back, away from her. She felt the loss like a physical blow. Struggling not to reach out and pull him back against her, she waited.


    He paced the landing, shadows moving across his face, cast by the dull light. “What happened yesterday…I can’t let it happen again. You’re Jack’s daughter and it’s not right. I owe him too much to put the moves on his daughter while he’s sick in the hospital.”


    Casting her eyes to the ceiling, she laughed without humor. “And I’m not old enough to make my own decisions, right? Just like everything else. How have I survived the last twenty-five years without people organizing my life for me?” She turned on a heel to leave, but once again he stopped her with a hand on the door. “Move, Daniel. This coffee is getting cold.”


    Daniel took the coffee cups from her hands and set them on the steps. “I don’t give a damn about the coffee. We’re going to talk about this.”


    She threw her now-free hands up. “What’s to talk about? You’ve already made the decision for me. No more hanky-panky. It doesn’t require a formal meeting.”


    His face came within inches of hers. “It does if I say it does. You need to know my reasons.”


    “Why is this such a big deal to you?” She said through clenched teeth. “Can’t you just go upstairs and find a nurse to take my place? Maybe even an oncologist with a bob. Easy peasy.”


    “You think this is easy for me?” He sounded angry. “Knowing what I know about you?”


    “What are you talking about? You don’t know anything about me.”


    Her back came up against the door. Bracing his hands above her head, he leaned down and spoke harshly against her ear. “Don’t I, gorgeous? I know you like a lot of tongue when you kiss. I know you hold your breath just before you come. I know your beautiful ass fits into my hands perfectly. I can still feel it there.”


    Story shivered, her legs weakening underneath her. Yearning, hot and desperate, pulsed between her legs as memories of the previous afternoon broke free to run wild in her mind. Knowing he could so easily determine and satisfy her needs with devastating efficiency only heightened her desire for him. Nurse-chaser or not, nothing could stop her from wanting him now, at this moment in the dark stairwell.


    Daniel hadn’t yet finished his verbal torture. “I should have left yesterday before I found out how hot you run. But I didn’t. And now I’m fucked.” One hand dropped from the wall to grip the side of her hip, squeezing and releasing. “That exquisite body of yours needs a lot of care and attention. I didn’t even get a chance to use my tongue on you. I hate not knowing how you taste.”


    Her head dropped back against the door. When his hand slipped under her dress to run up the outside of her thigh, a moan escaped her lips. Unconsciously, she thrust her breasts upward, in the direction of his mouth.


    “Yes, I see them, baby. I’d taste you there, too.” Slowly, his hand slid around toward the juncture between her thighs. “You came so quickly for me yesterday, like something out of a fantasy. Were you neglected here?” He ran a knuckle along the seam of her panties. “I know how to make it better.”


    A door slammed on the floor beneath them, the noise echoing through the stairwell. Two women in the middle of a heated argument hurled insults at each other from below. In an attempt to catch her breath and calm the craving for more of Daniel’s expert touch, Story pushed his hand away and straightened from the door he’d backed her against. It didn’t help when she met his eyes and witnessed the stark arousal there, mixed with conflict.


    Heart pounding in her ears, she sidestepped him to pick up the coffee cups. She kept her voice low so as not to alert the women fighting on the floor beneath. “What the hell was that, Daniel? Mixed signals much?” She hated the shakiness in her question.


    Pinching his eyes shut, he made a low sound of frustration. “I didn’t mean for that to happen, dammit. My control disappears around you. It doesn’t help when you provoke me, either.”


    She scoffed in disbelief. “Oh, this is my fault?” The argument paused beneath them. A door opened and closed once more, leaving them in silence.


    “It’s nobody’s fault.” He sighed in defeat. “But it can’t happen—”


    “Again. I get it.” She refused to give name to the gamut of emotions burning in her chest. “Can I leave the stairwell now, please?”


    Jaw tight, Daniel stepped aside to let her pass.


    “Oh, and just so you know, I am going out tonight. It will be after dark. And if you have a problem with that, you can kiss my perfectly palm-sized ass.”

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    “It’s your round, Danny boy.”


    “Huh?”


    Brent, Daniel’s best friend and fellow Emergency Services Unit member, leaned across the shiny bar table littered with empty pint glasses. “I said”—he made a walking motion with his fingers—“it’s your turn to get up and buy a round of drinks. Where is your head at tonight?”


    Next to him, Matt’s grunt of agreement was barely audible among the loud music and buzz of conversation circulating through Quincy’s, their regular hangout. They both looked at him expectantly.


    Daniel pasted a smile on his face, addressing Brent. “Sorry, I just can’t stop thinking about your sister lately. Think she’d date me?”


    Brent smirked, shooing him from the table. “That’s very funny, you prick. You just bought the next round, too.”


    Daniel shrugged and walked toward the bar, glad for a reprieve from his two friends. They were entirely too perceptive to be around in his current state of mind.


    Brent and Matt had gone through the police academy roughly around the same time as him, but the three hadn’t met until being recruited into the Emergency Services Unit of the NYPD. ESU was called in frequently when a situation became too dangerous for regular-duty officers to handle on their own. Its operations included everything from high-rise building rescue to hazmat decontamination. Or in his case, hostage crises.


    When New Yorkers need help, they call the police. When those police units need help, they call Emergency Services. But tonight was their night off.


    Daniel sidled up to the bar and waved halfheartedly at the pretty redheaded bartender to signal for three more beers. When she slid the drinks in front of him with a flourish, she sent Daniel a smile clearly meant as an invitation. Unable to muster an ounce of interest, he returned her smile politely. Brent and Matt watched him through narrowed eyes when he sat back down.


    He tipped his drink to his lips and pretended not to notice. With an air of nonchalance, he feigned interest in the baseball game taking place on the flat-screen located above the bar. But with his thoughts consumed by Story, he saw none of it. Where had she gone tonight? What was she doing? Shit, on a Friday night in Manhattan, a beautiful girl like her wouldn’t make it ten feet without getting hit on. Men would try to take her home or at least score her number. Was she wearing the same flimsy dress she’d had on this morning at the hospital, or had she changed into something else? Jesus, he’d gotten her all wound up in that stairwell this morning without satisfying her, and even now she could be flirting with some lucky fucker who would benefit from his touch.


    It made him want to repeatedly bang his head against the table. At least in his unconscious state, he wouldn’t have to think about her with someone else. He temporarily appeased himself by slamming his already-empty glass down on the table.


    “All right, Danny. Out with it.” Brent slapped his own glass down. “You’ve barely spoken since we got here, which makes it difficult to have a decent conversation since Troy never leaves his troublemaking girlfriend alone for more than two seconds, and Matt here barely talks even on his best day. And”—he shivered in mock disgust—“do you realize you’ve been watching a Yankees game for the better part of an hour?”


    Holy shit. Had he? Like Brent and Matt, Daniel was a die-hard Mets fan, through and through. Watching the Yankees when they weren’t playing the Mets was tantamount to treason.


    “It’s nothing.”


    Matt elbowed Brent in the ribs, jerking his chin toward something behind Daniel, but he didn’t turn to see what it could be. Brent, however, leaned to the left, peered around Daniel and gave a low whistle.


    “Nice call, Matt.” They high-fived. “Danny, our mute colleague here just pointed out the cure for what ails you. There are two incredibly attractive females sitting less than forty yards away with your name on them. Go for it.” He nodded solemnly. “I’ll be right here if you require my assistance, soldier.”


    When Daniel made no move to stand up or even bother turning around for a glimpse of the girls in question, both Matt and Brent leaned forward slowly, twin looks of comical disbelief on their faces.


    “Oh, dear, sweet Jesus. It’s a girl. Danny’s all fucked up over a girl.” Brent turned and called to the bar. “We need some shots over here STAT!” He turned back to Daniel. “Who is she?”


    He kept his expression bland. “Who?”


    “Don’t give me that shit. Do I know her?”


    “No.”


    Looking impressed with himself, Matt finally spoke up. “He’s never struck out before. She must be unavailable.”


    “Excellent point, but do you mind quieting down, buddy?” Brent jerked a thumb toward Matt. “You can’t get a word in edgewise with this guy.” They laughed when Matt rolled his eyes. “Did you use the panty move on her?”


    Daniel groaned. “I can’t believe I ever told you about that.”


    “You did. You used the move and still struck out.”


    “You better not be using that fucking move,” Daniel warned him.


    “I don’t need your sorry moves, asshole.” Brent looked affronted. “I mean, maybe Matt here could use a few pointers, but not me.”


    Matt flipped him the bird. “She married?”


    Daniel shook his head.


    “Dating someone?”


    “Nope. At least, she wasn’t as of this morning.”


    Matt flashed a rare smile and Daniel knew he’d said too much. “Weren’t you at the hospital this morning visiting Jack?”


    Brent brightened. “Ah, a nurse. Does she have any friends? Do they want to meet me?”


    “She’s not a nurse.” Matt took a long drink of his beer. “I went to see Jack this morning, too. Where I had the pleasure of meeting his lovely daughter.”


    Daniel’s spine went rigid. “So help me God, Matt, if you go anywhere near her, I will strangle the life out of you with my bare hands.”


    Matt winked at him, then went back to his usual brooding silence.


    “Hot damn!” Brent hooted, slapping the table. “He’s got it bad. And for the boss’s daughter, no less. I can’t wait to see how this plays out.”


    Daniel shoved a hand through his hair. “Nothing is going to play out. She’s Jack’s daughter. He’d crucify me.”


    Brent stood to get them a refill. “All right, you’re excused from buying this round.” Slamming the empty glasses onto the packed bar, he yelled over the noise. “All right. We got a pussy-whipped man over at table five! Keep the drinks coming!”


    …


    “So then I said, ‘Bring me a bottle of your finest champagne!’ And then I flipped my flowing paisley shawl over my shoulder and swept from the restaurant in a sea of applause.”


    “Bullshit,” Hayden decided from across the table.


    Story snorted a laugh into her third—eighth?—martini. “I might be embellishing a teensy bit. For instance, paisley is terrible on me. But alas, the story is mostly true.”


    “Dumped without ever seeing the dessert menu,” Hayden pouted, wiping away a fake tear.


    Story tipped her glass toward her friend. “Hey, I got my cake in the end. There’s something to be said for small victories when they’re made out of chocolate.”


    Her friend giggled, clearly tipsy in her own right. A complete contrast to Story’s fair looks, Hayden’s shoulder-length brown hair had been styled to perfection, her makeup tasteful and understated. She never looked anything less than put-together, even after a night of drinking. At Hayden’s suggestion, they’d started out the night dancing at a nightclub on Bowery. A few dozen unwelcome and poorly delivered pickup lines later, they decided to cut their losses and go to Quincy’s, a casual pub Jack had suggested that morning.


    The alcohol hummed in her blood, loosening muscles she hadn’t even realized were tense. Her easy buzz combined with the steady drone of voices and music in the bar relaxed her, made her problems seem a little less serious, and she felt grateful for it.


    “At least you spent three years getting laid. I couldn’t get lei’d in Hawaii.”


    Story’s eyes widened. “How long?”


    “Let’s just say I buy batteries in bulk. Actually, I’m thinking the next time Mother holds a charity auction, I might just hop on stage and start taking bids for a night with me. I think I could pull in at least a grand. Not to mention shocking my mother in the process. It’s a win-win.”


    “Oh, honey. I’d bid on you.”


    Hayden patted her hand. “I know you would, sweetie.”


    “Anyway, sex is overrated.” Story sipped her drink, determined brown eyes flashing through her mind. She frowned. “At least, I’d been operating under that assumption until recently.”


    “Are you kidding me? You’ve been single for seventy-two hours and you already got some action? I’m going to need another drink.” She signaled the waitress.


    “Not technically. It’s complicated. He works with Jack.”


    “And?”


    Story shrugged, attempting casual. “We kissed and I don’t know…I might have orgasmed on his leg or something. It happens, right?”


    Hayden spit her drink across the table. “You’re asking me?”


    Story picked up a bar napkin and dried herself off. “Can we talk about something else?”


    “Fuck, no.”


    “Fine.” She blew out a breath, ruffling her bangs. “His name is Daniel. I met him at the hospital where he’d previously been trying to charm the scrubs off a nurse. Then he turned all his”—she searched for the right word—“dirty-birdy magic on me.”


    “And you somehow wound up having an orgasm on his leg?”


    Story buried her face in her hands. “Oh God, when you say it like that, it sounds horrible.”


    Hayden waved her hand. “Never mind that now. Do you like this guy?”


    “No. Yes. But I’m probably only attracted to him because he’s the exact opposite of Fisher, right?”


    “Oh, hold that thought.” Hayden looked over Story’s shoulder toward the bar area. “There is a table full of beautiful men you would not believe. I’d love to orgasm on one of their legs.”


    “Oh my God, stop talking about it!” She drained her martini. “No more men for me. Not interested. I’m officially taking a break.”


    Hayden held up her hands in surrender. “Fine. Don’t worry about me. I’ll just go to the grave with my hymen intact.” She leaned over and gave their order to a passing waitress. “Anyway, you were telling me how different Daniel and Fisher are…”


    “I was?” Story thought for a moment. “I was. So if they were competing in the Westminster dog show, Fisher would be this perfectly groomed greyhound. Graceful and interesting to look at, but nothing to grab on to. Daniel, on the other hand, is like a big German shepherd humping everybody’s leg backstage.”


    “I thought you were the leg humper.”


    “Oh, fuck you.”


    Hayden pursed her lips. “You realize you just missed the perfect opportunity to use the phrase ‘getting some tail’ while in the midst of a dog reference? I’m being forced to deduct points.”


    “You’ve always been a one-upper.” Story’s glare was ruined by her twitching lips. “I stand by my original canine comparison.”


    Drinks materialized in front of them. “Well, you know what they say about men and dogs. They’re basically interchangeable.” Hayden smiled warmly at the waitress. “I dated a miniature pinscher once. True story.”


    Story stared forlornly into her drink. “It’s so weird. I’m not half as upset as I should be over Fisher handing me my walking papers. I’m kind of…” Playing with her straw, she searched for the right word. “Relieved that he went ahead and did the dirty work for us. Almost like I’d been hoping he would. Honestly, we felt more like roommates toward the end.”


    Disgust clouded her friend’s pretty features. “Look at us, two single girls in our prime, crying into our drinks on a Friday night. It’s damned pathetic.” Her look turned calculating, an expression Story recognized well from their time in college. “You know what we need to do? Something crazy.”


    Story hiccupped. “Karaoke?”


    “No, jackass. Something else.”


    “Okay. Can we still do karaoke?” Behind Hayden, she watched two bar employees hooking up side-by-side microphones and a projection screen. Already, drunk patrons were writing down their song choices.


    Staring into space, Hayden continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “Something no one would expect.”


    “I don’t feel like you’re grasping the urgency behind my karaoke idea.”


    She gulped down her drink. “Oh, fine. One song. Maestro!”


    Story and Hayden wobbled onto the stage and handed their request to the young man running the karaoke equipment. For some reason, he moved them right to the front of the line and microphones were placed in their hands on the spot. From their viewpoint, the bar looked much bigger and as if on cue, everyone turned to face them.


    “Oh, shit,” Story said out of the side of her mouth. “I thought we’d have time for one more drink before we did this.”


    “This was your idea, Story girl. No time for regrets.”


    “No regrets. So I’m taking lead? Crap, I haven’t sung this song since college. I barely remember the words.”


    Hayden patted her shoulder. “Oh honey, they’ll come up on the screen.”


    “Right. Right. God, I’m drunk.”


    Their song selection popped up on the screen accompanied by squeals of excitement from some women seated at surrounding tables, which went a long way in boosting Story’s confidence.


    With Hayden singing backup, Story launched into the all-time classic song about not wanting any scrubs.


    …


    “So what’s her name?”


    Daniel dragged his attention away from the invisible pattern he’d been tracing on the table and answered Brent. “Story.”


    “Story? What the hell kind of name is that?”


    “She’s from California.”


    “Ah.”


    Matt caught the last part of the conversation as he returned from the bathroom. “And besides the fact that she’s Brooks’s daughter, what exactly is stopping you?”


    Daniel stared at him. “Are you serious? What other reason do I need?”


    “You think Jack would disapprove?”


    “I know he would. He told me straight up to keep my hands off of her.”


    “Oh shit.” Brent shook his head. “He laid it out for you. You can’t pretend to misinterpret that.”


    Looking highly curious, Matt tipped his beer bottle in Daniel’s direction. “Since when do you mope around like a midcentury poet over a girl? Shouldn’t you have already found someone else to move on with?”


    Daniel could barely hear Matt over the godawful singing that had started at the back of Quincy’s. Jesus. Karaoke night. He’d forgotten. “I’m not moping.” He waved halfheartedly toward the bar. “There’s just no one here that interests me.”


    Brent gave an exaggerated shrug. “Fine. Just sit there picturing her on the lap of some Wall Street finance mogul. I’m sure Jack would prefer someone like that over you, anyway.” He squinted as though he could see Story’s evening with an imaginary man take place before his very eyes. “They’ll be amazed how much they have in common. You like blueberry pancakes? I love blueberry pancakes! Then they’ll go back to his place and spend hours discovering what other things they have in common, if you know what I—”


    Daniel shot to his feet, jostling the table. “Fuck this. I’m going to go find her.” He dug into his wallet to extricate some bills, frowning as he realized every man in the bar had started cheering and whistling. He’d been so deep in thought, it had escaped his notice that the male customers now stood on their feet, facing the rear of the bar. “Jesus, what the hell is going on?”


    Looking over his shoulder toward the back of the restaurant, the wallet slipped from his hands.


    Story, along with a brunette, stood on a makeshift stage under the bright spotlight singing into microphones. Justifying his earlier worry, she still wore the flimsy white dress from that morning, only now, thanks to the spotlight, her bra and panties were almost completely visible through the thin material.


    Fists clenching at his sides, he kicked a chair out of his way and approached the stage.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Eyes focused on the blurry screen with lyrics scrolling past on its surface, it took Story a moment to notice the hush falling over Quincy’s. Abruptly, customers stopped singing along. Beside her, Hayden ceased chiming in with backup vocals. The TLC song continued playing, but without their voices, it merely sounded like a continuous thump of bass.


    Following her friend’s confused line of vision, Story’s eyes slowly tracked downward to find Daniel standing at the foot of the stage, scowling up at her.


    His hair stuck out at one side, looking as though he’d been harassing it with his fingers all night. She could smell his rich cologne. The knowledge that it smelled different on his skin clouded her mind. In jeans and a gray T-shirt with the police department logo, the hard body she’d imagined existed underneath his work clothes was revealed to perfection. He looked rough and ready, as if he’d stepped right out of her naughtiest fantasies.


    “You’re interrupting my song,” she informed him. And the entire bar, since she still held the microphone up to her mouth.


    Before she could blink, he’d climbed on stage with her and easily pulled the microphone out of her hand. “You’re welcome.”


    She made a sound of outrage. “This is exactly how Taylor Swift felt when Kanye West stole her thunder at the VMAs.”


    His scowl deepened. “I don’t know who or what those things are.”


    “You’re lying.”


    “You’ve had too much to drink.”


    A new song started, drawing her attention to the screen. Story’s lips spread into a smile. “And you’re holding the microphone. You have to sing the next song. House rules.” She looked at the DJ, who confirmed with a nod.


    “If you think I’m going to participate in the drunk Olympics, you’re crazy,” Daniel leaned in close and scoffed.


    “If you sing, I’ll let you take me home.” Ho-ly shit. Where had that come from? That honest part of one’s psyche that only makes an appearance when one is half in the bag, apparently. In that moment, she realized that whether or not the thought had been a conscious one, she’d been hoping to see him tonight. Now, he stood right in front of her looking broody and handsome and frustrated. She wanted nothing more than to go home with him and give him something to smile about.


    Daniel’s eyes flared at her statement and he went perfectly still. Around them, bar customers laughed and high-fived in their seats. Apparently, once again she’d issued her challenge directly into the microphone. Awesome.


    She raised an eyebrow to let him know she was waiting for his answer. “Well, what’s it going to be, big boy?”


    His jaw flexed. “Nothing will ever be easy with you, will it?”


    “I hope not.”


    The lyrics came up on the screen. After a long-suffering sigh, Daniel began to sing. Or tried to, at least. His voice came out sounding mostly flat and monotone, but it still counted.


    Story stepped off the stage next to Hayden in order to watch him, positive that she was grinning up at him like a complete lunatic. In between verses, wherein he sang about a guy named Mickey being so fine he blows people’s minds, he cast dark looks in her direction, only succeeding in making her grin wider. To her right, two men she assumed to be Daniel’s friends were doubled over laughing as they watched, wiping tears from their eyes. As much as she was enjoying herself, after about a minute passed of what had to be torture for Daniel, she decided to put him out of his misery,


    Story climbed back on stage with the intention of helping him finish the song, but he looked so grateful for her intervention that she had the sudden urge to kiss him. Rising onto her tiptoes, she locked her arms around Daniel’s neck. Then she laid a kiss on him that sent the entire bar into an explosion of boisterous applause and shrill whistles. A couple of customers even pounded thunderously on the bar, cheering them on. Story didn’t register any of it, however, because after a brief moment of surprise, Daniel’s arms circled her waist, lifting until her feet were off the ground, her body flush against his larger, muscular frame.


    He tore his mouth away. “I can’t do it. I can’t stay away from you,” he growled, barely audible among the yells and catcalls being leveled at them.


    “Good.” She planted another swift kiss on his lips. “Daniel?”


    “Tell me, sunshine.”


    Inhaling his scent like a lifeline, she leaned in and spoke urgently against his ear. “Take me home. Make it better.”


    His answering groan rumbled against her chest. He sank his hands into her hair. “Oh baby, I’m going to make it so much better.” Then his mouth descended on hers, kissing her more urgently than before. Story’s pulse pounded in her ears, drowning everything else out. One strong hand dropped to her waist, pulling her tightly against him as she moaned into his mouth.


    He anticipated every movement of her lips and tongue, somehow already having become an expert on what she liked. Had she honestly thought to deny herself this?


    “Hey, kids? Just a friendly reminder that we’re in a public place.” Hayden’s voice pierced the haze of lust obscuring any trace of rational thought in her head.


    “Yeah,” a deep, male voice laughed. “You going to introduce us, Danny boy?”


    Daniel pulled away with a sound of irritation, keeping hungry eyes locked on her. “No. Fuck off.”


    As the reality of their surroundings finally began to intrude, Story somehow found the willpower to unwind her arms from around Daniel’s neck. Every pair of eyes in the establishment was trained on them with interest, their song having long since ended.


    Noticing her blush, Daniel’s lips twitched in amusement. He reached down to take her hand, then pulled her out of the spotlight toward the front of the bar and the exit. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Hayden following in her wake alongside Daniel’s two friends, currently grinning like a pair of court jesters. Hayden’s expression communicated two things: What the fuck? And I want one!


    Once they’d pushed through the door onto the sidewalk, Daniel stopped abruptly. Story stumbled into his chest with an oof. When she attempted to pull away, he locked an arm around her shoulders to keep her pressed to his side. Their three friends piled out after them.


    “Hell of a show. We could have charged at the door for that,” the bouncer commented with a wink as they passed. Daniel’s friends erupted into laughter again. Story turned her head into Daniel’s shoulder and groaned.


    He frowned. “All right, all right. Has everybody gotten it out of their system?”


    “Hell, no,” the bulky, dark-blond one said. Next to him, his familiar-looking friend shook his head. “You’ve got weeks of this coming,” the blond said. He reached a hand out toward Story. “You must be Story. We’ve heard so much about you.”


    Her eyebrows shot up. “You have?”


    “Brent,” Daniel warned.


    “Nice to meet you, Brent.” She shook his hand. “Did you enjoy my song?”


    “Loved it. You’re a real talent.”


    She squinted at him. “You’re very lucky I’m buzzed or I would take issue with your sarcasm.” Ignoring Daniel’s impatient shifting beside her, Story smiled at the other man. “I remember you from this morning. Matt, right?”


    He nodded, looking highly amused by the entire situation.


    “Story, I just realized I have an early hair appointment tomorrow. Mind if I take off?” Hayden asked, none-too-subtly sending her a hint. Still, she hadn’t seen her friend in forever and it didn’t feel right abandoning her for a man. Chicks before dicks, and all that good stuff.


    “But Hayden, are you sure—?”


    “She’s sure,” all three men interrupted at the same time.


    Story looked up at Daniel and frowned.


    “Oh, no. After what I just did in there, you don’t get to frown at me.” He turned and addressed his buddies. “Can you guys make sure Story’s friend gets home all right?” They bobbed their heads like good little soldiers, so he turned back to Story. “Ready to go?”


    She opened her mouth to reply, but Daniel had already started pulling her down the sidewalk. “Bye, Hayden!” She called over her shoulder.


    “If you don’t call me tomorrow, consider this friendship over!” Hayden yelled back. Story laughed and stumbled a little in Daniel’s wake.


    Then they were finally alone, practically jogging down the street, cabs whizzing past on the warm summer evening. Passing traffic created a soft breeze, teasing the hair from her shoulders and carrying myriad smells. Cigar smoke, Daniel’s cologne, fresh baked bagels. Loud bursts of music and conversation washed over them as they passed packed bars and nightclubs, customers pouring out onto the sidewalk. New York felt electric this late on a Friday night, and Story relished being part of its magic.


    “Where are you taking me?”


    “Your place. Mine is farther,” Daniel answered brusquely.


    Story looked around. “I don’t recognize anything.”


    “We’re only two blocks from your apartment.” Holding her hand tightly, he steered them down a side street, leading to the East Side. “Please tell me you were planning on getting a cab home and not walking alone.”


    “I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”


    He gave her a dark look.


    She chuckled at his expression, already regretting what she was about to say next. And unable to care. “I think in the back of my head, I knew you were going to show up at some point. To take me home.”


    Before the words were completely free of her mouth, Daniel had backed her into a darkened doorway and pinned her there with his hard body. “Is that right?”


    Biting her lip, she nodded, loving the way her answer made his eyelids droop, his breath quicken. A fierce ache moved through her, originating where their lower bodies pressed together intimately. The way he so easily commanded her body’s response left her dizzy.


    Daniel dipped his head and bit the flesh just beneath her ear, then licked it to soothe the sting of his teeth. “Were you waiting for me like a good girl?”


    Again, she nodded. As he slid his teeth up and down the column of her neck, she lost control of her head and it fell back against the door.


    “No. You weren’t.” His hand reached under her dress, kneading the inside of her thigh. Her belly tightened in response, dampness spreading between her legs. “You misbehaved a little, didn’t you, gorgeous?” His hand slipped higher. “What are we going to do about that?”


    “I don’t know. You tell me,” she breathed, afraid saying the wrong thing might make him stop. Finally, his fingers ever so slightly brushed the juncture of her thighs. Story whimpered at the simple contact. He teased her with soft brushes of his fingertips against the front of her panties while continuing to torture her neck. Holding his shoulders for balance, she tried to kiss him but he denied her with a stern shake of his head.


    “No kisses yet. I didn’t like those men looking at you. And you’re going to suffer a little for it first.” Using the heel of his hand, he massaged her core with slow circles of his wrist, making the material of her underwear slide against her swollen clitoris. She cried out at the perfect pressure, but he ignored her. “When I get you home, I’m going to sink into your pussy, nice and deep. Then I won’t move. I’ll let you wiggle and squirm underneath me, dying to come, but I won’t let you. Until I get the image of you half-dressed on a stage out of my head.”


    He bit her ear hard, pulling it with his teeth. It should have hurt, but instead it felt like an attack on every erogenous zone in her body. Her knees buckled underneath her, but his weight kept her upright.


    Daniel laughed darkly, palming her roughly once before removing his hand from between her legs and yanking her dress back down. “Who am I kidding? When I finally get inside you, I’m going to fuck you until your voice is hoarse from screaming my name.”


    He grabbed Story’s hand once more and pulled her from the doorway. They walked in charged silence the remaining block to her building. She continually stole glances at him, curious over the intense strain on his face. A man like Daniel probably had more sexual partners in one week than she’d had in her whole life. Why, then, did being with her hold such urgency? His desperate behavior made no sense to her. Was he like this with all women?


    They entered the building and stepped into the elevator a moment later. Daniel’s arms encircled her from behind, pulling her back against his warmth. He pushed his hips against her bottom so she could feel his arousal. Feeling bold, she reached back and slid her hands over his ass to pull him closer.


    Daniel groaned above her head, moving with her. “I’ve thought of taking you this way a thousand times in the last two days.”


    Her breath caught. “You have?”


    “God, yes.”


    She knew her next question might make it seem like she was fishing, but she asked it anyway, needing her curiosity appeased. “Is it always this way for you?”


    He gave a pained laugh. “Never.”


    Story turned in his arms to judge his sincerity, but witnessed only honesty in his steady gaze. Something changed in the air between them. Without second-guessing her instincts, she jumped into his arms, wrapped her legs around his waist, and kissed him eagerly. Whether she did it to keep the emotions on her face hidden or purely out of desperation to be closer to him, she didn’t know.


    The elevator doors rolled open, and without releasing her mouth, Daniel walked them out into the hallway and toward the apartment. Somehow, he found her keys to open the door. The next thing she knew, they were tumbling onto the bed, Daniel’s rock-solid body coming down on top of her. Still wedged between her thighs, he immediately started rocking against her, sending shocks of pleasure racing through to her center. They finally broke their kiss to groan out loud at the friction of his jean-encased erection rubbing against her silky panties. Spreading her legs wider in his hands, he pushed against her most sensitive spot, allowing her to writhe against him. She panted and moaned as sensations assaulted her.


    “I know. I know you like that, baby.” Reaching down, he stroked his thumb across her right nipple as it strained against the material of her dress. Again, he began to move, grinding his hips over hers. “You let me know when you’re ready for the real thing. But not until you’re dripping.”


    Story’s head thrashed back and forth on the pillow. “I’m ready. I’m ready. Please.”


    “Please, who?”


    “Daniel,” she shuddered out. “Please, Daniel.”


    He reached into his back pocket and froze. Confused and frustrated, she gripped his hips and arched underneath him, begging him to move. Yet he remained frustratingly still.


    “What is it?” She finally asked, breathless.


    “Please tell me you have a condom.”


    It took her a moment to grasp his meaning. “What? No. I don’t usually travel with condoms.” When his head dropped forward with a curse, her eyes widened on him. “You don’t have one with you? You?”


    Sitting back on his heels, he stabbed shaky fingers through his hair. “No. Shit. I didn’t think I would see you tonight and I wasn’t exactly prowling around for someone else, despite what you think of me. Christ, this is fucking embarrassing.” His eyes narrowed on her. “What the hell are you smiling about?”


    Had she been smiling? She ran her fingers across her mouth. Yes, apparently. Maybe it was naive and ridiculous, but Daniel admitting he’d gone out without the intention of getting laid made her feel giddily happy. Which made her wonder if she’d recently hit her head and forgotten doing it.


    “I don’t know. Nothing.” Don’t say anything else! “So it was either me or no one?”


    He nodded somberly, scrutinizing her expression. “That’s right.”


    Story rose onto her knees, grasped the hem of her dress, and pulled it over her head, before letting it drop on the floor.


    His hands clenched on the bedspread as he watched her reveal her mostly naked body. “What are you doing? Sunshine, we can’t. Not if I can’t protect you.”


    She unhooked her bra from behind and let it fall down her arms, uncovering her breasts. Daniel’s breath shuddered in and out, his gaze devouring her, burning everything in their path. With a low growl, his hand dropped to the fly of his jeans to massage his straining erection.


    “Are you trying to kill me?”


    Letting her fingers trail up her sides, she pinched her nipples playfully. “Go downstairs to the deli and get something. I’ll be waiting right here for you when you get back.”


    He nodded, but didn’t move, seemingly hypnotized by her hands on her breasts. Then an idea registered on his face. Jerking a thumb toward the hallway, he said roughly, “You don’t think there’s one…?”


    Her hands dropped as his meaning sunk in. He actually thought to borrow a condom from Jack. Her father. “Don’t even finish that thought. Seriously. I’ll never recover from it.”


    “All right. I’m going.” He leaned forward and kissed her, thrusting his tongue deep before pulling away. “Do not move.”


    Story smiled as he strode briskly down the hallway, grabbed her keys off the entry table, and slammed the door behind him. She flopped back onto the bed and closed her eyes with the intention of resting them until he returned.


    Within one minute, she’d fallen fast asleep.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Three minutes. He’d been gone three goddamn minutes.


    Daniel dropped the paper bag he held on the bedside table and buried his head in his hands, groaning miserably into the silent room. What exactly had he done to deserve this particular brand of torture?


    He paid his taxes. He rescued people for a living and always tipped more than he should. He recycled like nobody’s business. So why, why the universe had decided to fuck with him, he hadn’t a clue. But it had. Big time.


    His weary eyes ran over Story’s practically naked form sprawled out on the bed, his body responding swiftly and painfully. He ached to run his hand over the curve of her hip, the pouty tips of her breasts. To lick the hollow of her stomach before moving lower to kiss the sweetest part of her. Even knowing it wouldn’t be right to touch her while she slept, he moved forward as if magnetized, consuming her with his eyes.


    He’d never once, since turning sixteen, left the house without protection. Then the one time it counted, he’d been left unprepared like the world’s worst Boy Scout. Even now, he could be moving inside her, listening to her desperate cries of pleasure in his ear. Feeling her tighten around him, preparing for release, while her nails scored his back.


    Instead, he’d been cast into permanent boner-oblivion for the rest of the night. Awesome.


    As he dropped onto the bed next to her, he couldn’t resist trailing his fingers over her stomach and around her belly button, biting his lip in satisfaction as the skin quivered under his hand. The barest hint of a creamy-white tan line peeked out at her hip bone. His mouth practically watered with the need to taste her there. Follow the path with his tongue.


    “Gorgeous.”


    A thought occurred to Daniel, then. She had tan lines below, why not above? A growl formed in his throat at the image of her topless on the beach, being ogled by overly tanned surfers. They would be having a serious discussion tomorrow about her sunbathing habits. Which led to the realization that she would be going back to California soon and he would have zero say in anything she did or how she chose to dress. Hell, he barely had a say now.


    Okay, none.


    Feeling restless, Daniel dragged his T-shirt over his head and unbuckled his jeans before kicking them aside. He gently rolled Story onto her side and stretched out behind her. It felt like the most natural thing in the world to slide an arm around her waist and tuck her sleeping form against his chest. He’d never slept with a woman without sex happening beforehand, and never for the whole night, but he’d be damned if he’d let the opportunity to hold her pass without taking advantage.


    Isn’t that exactly what you’re doing? Taking advantage of her?


    Until a few days ago, she’d been engaged to be married. Moving past something as traumatic as a broken engagement didn’t happen overnight, bringing him to his next dark thought. It was much more likely that she was the one taking advantage of him. Enjoying his attention and the promise of casual sex as a way of moving on from her heartache. It wouldn’t be the first time a woman used him as a rebound, but it would be the first time he gave a damn.


    Since learning about her ex-fiancé from Jack, he’d been plagued with thoughts of the bastard. About him and Story together, as a couple. Was she still in love with him? Even now, as she lay in his arms, were thoughts of their time together running through her mind? The very idea made him crazy. Made him want to do something impulsive, like hop a flight to California and show up on the guy’s doorstep. Demand he never speak her name again.


    He had no right thinking these possessive thoughts. She didn’t belong to him. With his wretched past, he deserved her even less than that bastard Fisher. That harsh reality did little to stem his irrational thoughts. Here he was, obsessing over one man from her past, when the last decade of his life had been filled with an endless parade of women. Most of whose names and faces he couldn’t even recall. If Story knew the depths of his debauchery, she would turn away from him in disgust.


    Not under any circumstances should he be sharing the same bed with her. He wasn’t worthy of her time or the pleasure of her body. So if his fears proved true and her interest in him was solely to distract her from a broken heart, he would take it like a man. Tonight had proven how difficult it would be to stay away from her completely.


    Had it really been merely a day since they’d met in front of the vending machine? He’d blinked his eyes and suddenly she’d become an inevitability in his life. Only she wasn’t. Her stay in New York would only be temporary. Daniel knew too well what temporary meant. He should be distancing himself now. But he wouldn’t. Couldn’t.


    He pulled Story closer. She wiggled her ass against his lap, settling into her new position, and he had to clench his teeth until she stopped moving. Breathing through his nose, he somehow regained his composure and focused on the feel of her in his arms.


    Burying his nose in her hair, Daniel inhaled deeply, committing her sunshine scent to memory, and fell asleep shortly after.


    …


    Deep in his subconscious, Daniel knew he was dreaming. He also knew from experience that he wouldn’t be able to wake himself up until the dream completed itself.


    The dream started the same as it always did. Daniel coming home from baseball practice, tossing his mitt onto the dining room table next to his backpack. Noticing the unusual quiet permeating the house. Walking up the creaking stairs, hand sliding along the banister as he called out to ask if anyone else was at home and getting no answer.


    In a foster home where seven kids lived, you rarely encountered silence. Everything felt too still, unnaturally stagnant. It took a lot to intimidate a foster kid who at sixteen had seen the inside of more than ten homes over the course of a decade, but something menacing hung in the air, slowing his footsteps.


    Reaching the top of the landing, he heard a scrape to his left, coming from inside his current foster parents’ room. In their late fifties, the Wickhams made a career out of housing orphans. He’d seen his share of bad foster parents, but they were some of the rare good ones. He’d been in the house for six months, a decent stretch considering his history. In that time they’d actually made a point to show up to his baseball games when they could. Even the meals were decent. He didn’t have a single complaint. So he kept his head down and hoped he didn’t do anything to get sent away.


    Daniel heard the scrape once more and with a gulp of apprehension, decided to investigate. When he pushed open the door to the Wickhams’ bedroom, it took him a moment to register the scene before him. On one side of the room stood a pale-faced Mr. Wickham with his hands in the air. His nervous eyes were trained on the bony teenage girl across the room, pointing a gun at him.


    Nora. At the same age, they shared some classes at school and had become quick friends. He didn’t make friends easily, so the easy companionship he’d found with Nora meant a lot to him. She had an easy laugh and Daniel pretended not to notice the grief behind her eyes, nor did he ask about it. Avoidance had always been his defense mechanism. I won’t ask you if you don’t ask me. Orphan survival guide, page one. At least in his book.


    Now, her pretty features were twisted, the hand holding the gun shaking violently. She spared a split-second glance for Daniel as he entered the room and came to a halt, raising his own hands on pure instinct.


    “What’s gotten into you, Nora? Put that gun down,” Mr. Wickham commanded her. “I don’t want to call Social Services and get them involved. You put it down now and we’ll pretend this never happened.”


    “I don’t want to pretend it never happened,” Nora gritted out. “I’m tired of pretending things didn’t happen!” She screamed the final two words and Mr. Wickham flinched.


    Risking another step into the room, Daniel saw three foster kids, all younger than him, cowering behind Mr. Wickham, wide eyes focused on Nora. Two girls and one boy. One of the girls, Opal, held her head in her hands, rocking back and forth on the wood floor.


    It became clear to Daniel that if she fired that gun at Mr. Wickham, one of the kids might get hit by mistake. With her hand trembling and tears clouding her vision, she could easily miss her target, even though he stood ten feet away.


    Nora was a smart, reasonable girl. He just needed to talk to her, remind her that they only had to deal with foster parent bullshit until they turned eighteen and then the world would be theirs. No more packing and being shuffled around like old furniture twice a year. No more pitying looks from teachers or sharing a bedroom with three strangers. They’d be able to dictate their own lives.


    “Nora, I think you should put the gun down. If you fire that thing, you might hit one of the kids.”


    She jerked at the sound of his voice, but kept the gun leveled at Mr. Wickham. Just that momentary glimpse of her wild eyes told Daniel the situation was more serious than he’d originally thought. He didn’t see any trace of the Nora he knew. Almost like the sweet girl who saved Daniel all of her red Skittles had disappeared and been replaced by a hysterical version of herself.


    “Maybe it would be for the best,” she answered, her voice higher-pitched than usual. “They wouldn’t have to live here anymore. Or live this life anymore. Or anything anymore!”


    Daniel knew exactly what she meant. When you went to sleep every night never knowing what tomorrow held, the strain could get to you. If you let it build or thought about it too much, you would eventually snap. And Nora apparently had.


    He tried a different approach, attempting a conversational tone. “You know this is only temporary. You want to be a veterinarian, remember? You shoot somebody and they probably won’t let you into veterinary school.”


    “Oh God, oh God! It’s never going to happen. You think anything ever happens for us? It doesn’t. Stop pretending!” She swiped her runny nose across her shoulder. “This is not temporary. It’s going to follow us around for the rest of our lives.”


    Opal had started wailing behind Mr. Wickham, curling into the fetal position. She was too young to realize her crying would only agitate Nora further. Mr. Wickham’s eyes darted between Daniel and Nora, but he didn’t speak, apparently depending on Daniel to talk Nora out of shooting him. A heavy weight pushed down on Daniel’s shoulders as the reality of that sank in.


    “Look, at least let the kids leave. Please. They didn’t do anything wrong.”


    She laughed bitterly. “We didn’t do anything wrong either and look at us. I know you’re not as happy as you pretend to be. I see right through you, Daniel. You’re just as scared as I am.”


    Despite the painful shock of her words, he experienced a sense of relief. Her eyes were returning to normal, her voice regaining its regular pitch. If he just talked to her a little more, he would calm her down completely and she would put down the gun.


    “You’re right, okay? I’m scared, too. This sucks. It all sucks. But we don’t have a choice. We just have to get through it.” Opal’s wails had subsided into quiet sobs. He pushed once more. “Let the kids leave.”


    Irritation flashed in her face. “Fine!”


    All three kids jumped to their feet and fled the room.


    Before Daniel could speak, Mr. Wickham edged toward Nora. “All right, now. Just hand over the gun. Whatever you’re upset about, we can figure out a way to make it better.”


    The frenzied look entered her eyes once more and Daniel wanted to shout at Mr. Wickham. He’d nearly succeeded in bringing her back to reality and in one second, all his progress had been ruined.


    “Oh, sure. You’re the ones who’ll finally figure me out, right? Make the past disappear for me?” Her voice sounded flat. Tears coursed down her cheeks. Suddenly the gun steadied in her hand. “You are both liars. Just like the rest of them.”


    She cocked the gun.


    “No!” Daniel yelled.


    Too late. The gun exploded, lodging a bullet in Mr. Wickham’s chest. He looked down at the bullet wound before dropping to the floor, blood blooming across the front of his shirt.


    Nora locked eyes with Daniel. And he knew.


    “Nora, put the gun down.”


    “I can’t.”


    Then she pointed it at him.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    “Daniel, wake up!” Story grabbed on to Daniel’s sweat-slicked shoulders and shook him. “It’s okay, you’re just dreaming. Wake up and look at me.”


    Startled into wakefulness by the sound of his tortured voice, she’d been briefly terrified before the events of the evening finally caught up with her. Realizing she must have fallen asleep waiting for Daniel to return, she felt momentary surprise that he’d decided to stay the night even though nothing had happened between them. After that, there’d been no time to think.


    Daniel continued to mutter the name “Nora” over and over, growing increasingly agitated the longer his dream went on. The sheets twisted around his hips as he thrashed on the bed. Her heart threatened to break at the sight of him in such distress, and she immediately set her focus on breaking him free of the nightmare.


    She released one of his shoulders and placed a cool hand on his cheek, repeating his name softly until his eyes eventually opened in the near-darkness. For long moments, he still seemed lost in the dream, until her fingers reached up to brush the hair from his forehead. His eyes seemed to go from unsettled to focused then, under her touch.


    Satisfied that Daniel hurting himself was no longer a threat, she reached across his body and turned on the bedside lamp, bathing them in soft light. His bare chest rose and fell with shuddering breaths beneath her, reminding her they were both mostly naked. In the dark, with him half-asleep, it hadn’t mattered so much, but now in the light they could see every inch of each other. Nothing she hadn’t shown him just hours before, but an eight-martini buzz had gone a long way in curbing her modesty.


    Blushing, she pushed off his chest with the intention of burying herself under the covers, but he grabbed her wrist to prevent her, his grip like steel. Story’s eyes shot to his, startled by the intense emotions swirling in them, his agonized gaze riveted on her face. He looked perilously close to the edge, the effects of the dream etched into his features. Every muscle in his chest and arms felt tight with strain against her body, as if his control could snap at any moment.


    The instinct to soothe him rose within her, so powerful she stopped breathing.


    Swallowing with difficulty, she tried to ignore the way their bodies were locked together, her breasts pressed against his chest. He needed comfort, and all she could think of was straddling his hips and riding out the frustration he’d stirred in her last night.


    Daniel made no attempt to ignore their intimate position, however, his gaze lighting on everywhere their bodies touched. His breathing accelerated, only this time it couldn’t be attributed to his nightmare. Against her thigh, she felt his erection swelling larger and more demanding with each breath. No longer able to ignore the dizzying lust clouding the air between them, she gave in to the urge to press a kiss to his chest, then raised her head to look at him.


    “Daniel?” Her voice sounded husky, unfamiliar. “What do you need?”


    For a moment, she thought he wouldn’t respond. Then slowly, his hands sank into her hair, gripping the back of her head. “Again,” he said.


    She took his one-word command as permission to kiss his chest again, loving the way it rose and fell faster and faster beneath her lips, encouraging her. She used her tongue to bathe his hot skin, then scraped her teeth over the damp flesh she left behind. Daniel’s shuddering groan told her he liked that. His hands guided her lower, toward his belly, but stopped her before she could reach the part of him obscured by the sheet. Her mouth hovered just over his rigid abdomen.


    “Lick. I want to see your tongue on my stomach.”


    Story was forced to press her thighs together to assuage the fierce throbbing his demand created, but she did as he asked. Her mouth moved over him, nipping and licking his stomach like she couldn’t get enough. And she couldn’t. He tasted like spicy hot male. After one taste, she craved it like a drug. Her tongue began tracing a path down, past his navel, but he stilled her progress and guided her upward instead. She made a sound of complaint.


    “What’s wrong, gorgeous? You need a taste?”


    “Yes,” she whispered shakily.


    Daniel groaned, his hips tilting upward. “No. I can’t allow it yet. I haven’t worked hard enough for the privilege of your lips sliding down my cock.” With renewed determination, his hands urged her head higher until her quick exhales of breath landed on his chest once more. Heat pounding through her in waves, Story leaned close to kiss him again, when an imperfection on his otherwise flawless chest caught her attention. Raised, puckered flesh the size and shape of a quarter just above his right pectoral. A bullet wound?


    As Story’s questioning eyes shot to his, Daniel froze beneath her. His expression grew shuttered, guarded. When he spoke, his voice sounded like it could cut glass. “Looks like you got stuck with damaged goods. Disappointed?”


    She flinched, knowing he didn’t refer solely to his wound. That he’d been damaged in a different way, too. Had he been shot in the line of duty?


    No, she instinctively knew there had to be more to the story. He wouldn’t be reacting this way otherwise. Mere seconds before, he’d lain before her so exposed. How quickly he’d built a wall between them. Too bad she was just as determined to tear it down.


    “I’m relieved, actually. Perfect is boring.”


    Daniel’s eyes widened, nostrils flaring. His hands flexed at the back of her head. Story finally gave in to her earlier urge and straddled his hips, a shaky sigh escaping her when the damp material of her panties slid over his straining erection. Beneath her, his chest heaved in anticipation, eyes crackling with heat as they devoured the sight of her naked breasts. Having a man like Daniel beneath her daunted and thrilled her at once. A sinfully beautiful male, aroused and ready, just waiting for her to make a move. It filled her with power. Heady, intoxicating power. She leaned down until her lips were a mere inch from his. Her hips swiveled against him once, twice, their groans mingling between them. “Do your worst.”


    Before the words fully left her lips, Daniel sprang from his prone position, throwing her down on the mattress and bringing his weight down on top of hers. A string of chaotic thoughts raced through Story’s conscience before her panties were ripped from her body and his mouth opened over hers, tongue licking inside to kiss her greedily.


    This is how he hides. The women. The sex. He’s hiding.


    Seconds later, she’d been completely robbed of her senses, oblivious to anything but the feel of his hips wedged between her thighs, the only barrier a pair of cotton boxer-briefs he wore.


    When Daniel pulled away, Story sucked air into her lungs, trying to regain some semblance of thought, but his mouth descended on her breasts and thwarted her efforts. He swirled his tongue around her nipple, then sucked the peak into his mouth, the vibration of his moan resonating through her. Looking down, she marveled at the ferocity in his expression. Until she saw him shirtless, his sheer size and strength hadn’t fully registered, but atop her smaller, more delicate frame, it occurred to her how much control he had of the situation. She’d put herself completely at his mercy. It thrilled and excited her.


    His mouth trailed across her heated skin to her other breast, where he gently bit the underside, then blew against her nipple, watching hungrily as it puckered for his attention. He rewarded her by flicking his tongue against it in short little stabs until she dug her hands into his hair, demanding he cease his torture. Daniel complied by drawing the sensitive bud into his mouth, hands skimming down over her belly to cup her in his palm. She let her thighs fall open in wordless invitation. Anticipating her movement, he’d sunk two fingers inside her before her knees even reached the mattress.


    Arching her hips, she moaned. She knew he’d found her wet, could feel the liquid warmth coating her core. Desperate to have Daniel inside her, she rolled her body, pushing her breasts closer to entice him.


    He reached onto the nightstand and pulled a foil packet from a paper bag she hadn’t noticed before, and ripped it open with his teeth. “The first time I made you come in this room, I asked you how you wanted to be fucked. Do you remember that?”


    His voice had deepened drastically since the last time he spoke, resonating with lust. After he rolled on the condom with one hand, he crooked the fingers of the other, still lodged inside of her, and rotated, finding a spot she hadn’t known existed and stroking it with his middle finger. Story’s hips came off the bed and she cried out, muscles tightening deep within her. A few more seconds of his expert touch and she would orgasm. But he stopped stroking the spot just before she peaked, laughing under his breath.


    “We were interrupted before I got my answer. I’d like it now. How would you like me to fuck you?”


    “Any way. Every way,” she breathed, her body’s demands leaving little room for thought.


    His hand stilled completely and she made a sound of protest. “Be specific. I can make you cry and shake in any position, but I want you to choose.”


    “Behind me. I wanted you behind me,” she heard herself say.


    With a growl, Daniel flipped her onto her stomach and yanked her hips up into the air, so she rested on all fours facing the headboard. The foreign position increased her feeling of power despite its submissiveness. Imagining Daniel seeing her like this, naked and bent over for him, made a tremor of excitement race across her skin.


    She felt his breath against her neck, his massive erection slipping through the dampness between her legs, gliding over her clitoris, teasing it. Starting at the base of her neck and ending just below her ear, his tongue licked her flesh, a hum of approval deep in his throat.


    Then he spoke directly against her ear. “Are you ready to scream, gorgeous?”


    With a single thrust of his hips, he buried himself deep inside her. She screamed his name, her hoarse cry mingling with Daniel’s shouted expletive. He didn’t stop to savor the moment, however, his hips angling upward and pounding into her in a demanding rhythm, sliding against her exactly where she needed it.


    Daniel’s long fingers dug into the flesh of her ass, squeezing, kneading her without a hint of gentleness. “Push your hot ass up against me and take it deeper.” She arched her back to comply, whimpering when she felt herself stretching to accommodate his size. “What’s the matter, Story? Don’t you want me as deep as I can go?”


    “Yes!”


    “Say it, then, baby. Say ‘Daniel, please fuck me deep.’”


    “Daniel…” She trailed off on a moan, wanting to say the words, but hesitating. She’d never spoken like that before. It would be wrong. It would be wonderful.


    “Oh no. You wanted to be turned around and fucked like a bad girl. Now you’ll say the bad words that go along with it. Tell me what you want.”


    “Fuck me deep,” she cried.


    He drove into her with deeply satisfied growl. “Very good. Now you get more.”


    His hand reached around to massage her swollen clitoris with perfect accuracy, building the pressure so quickly her mind could barely keep up with her body. Then he did something that made her mind drop out of the race completely. Gently, with the flat of all four fingers, he patted Story between her thighs, right over the bundle of nerves begging for satisfaction. It turned into a pattern. Thrust, pat, thrust, pat until her hips pumped wildly on his erection, racing toward release.


    “You wouldn’t have fallen asleep if you knew what I had in store for you. Isn’t that right?”


    Her answer ended in a whimper when he abruptly quit the pattern, circling his hips instead and holding the heel of his hand against her firmly, so that each thrust bombarded her from two sides. Her thighs began to shake as the orgasm closed in on her, turning her limbs into liquid. One arm she’d been using to support her body gave way beneath the force of Daniel driving into her.


    He yanked her hips back up without pausing in his assault. “Hold on to the headboard if you can’t take it.”


    His arrogant demand did nothing to decrease her need; it might have even wrenched it higher. Wrapping her fingers around the wrought iron bars, she pushed back against him, finding the right angle and keeping it, until finally the climax rolled through her, sending her body into concentrated spasms of pleasure.


    “Christ, this is all there is. This is everything,” he grated before thrusting one final time into her. His teeth bit into her shoulder with a growl as he came.


    It took a moment for her to recover, eventually returning to reality when his arms circled her, pulling her upright and back against his chest. Softly, he kissed her shoulder where his teeth had been moments before and pulled her closer. He exhaled on a shaky breath and reached over to turn off the lamp, then lay them down together side by side.


    A multitude of thoughts raced through her mind, but she didn’t give voice to a single one of them. She wouldn’t have the faintest idea how to begin even if she wanted to. Tonight, she’d gone home with someone she thought was an expert player, but she’d woken up next to someone else entirely. Someone she hadn’t been anticipating. The connection she’d felt, the response he’d wrung from her…she hadn’t been prepared for the depth of it.


    Comforted by Daniel’s surrounding heat, she’d already started drifting toward sleep when she heard him whisper against her damp neck.


    “Belong to me, Story. Even if it’s just for a little while.”

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    In a flash of panic, Story looked down to ascertain whether or not she’d remembered to dress herself this morning. Jean shorts, check. T-shirt, check. Ignoring the curious look sent her way from the nurse’s station, she turned down the hallway toward Jack’s room.


    After walking the entire twelve blocks to Lenox Hill Hospital only to realize she didn’t remember one single detail about it, she counted herself lucky that she hadn’t been struck by a speeding cab or fallen down a manhole. She held a now-cold cup of coffee, of which she’d forgotten to take even one sip.


    Scenes from the night before consumed her every thought, beginning with Daniel’s nightmare and ending with his whispered words in the darkness. And in between, a whole lot of “not safe for work” material that made her blush, even as a main participant. His mouth on her breasts, the forcefulness of his words, the panty ripping.


    She knew that taking last night and filing it away, only to be thought of late at night, alone in a bubble bath, would be the smartest route to take. Maybe even confide in Hayden about her night with Daniel over a good bottle of wine. She should not, should not, want to do it again tonight and tomorrow and okay, now!


    Somehow she’d ended up in bed with the man mothers warn their daughters to stay away from. The kind of man fathers go after with a shotgun, their sobbing daughters trailing behind them in a wedding dress. She should have stayed away, because now that she knew what all the fuss was about, she would never be satisfied with anything less. He’d blindsided her, ruined her, and addicted her in one single evening.


    Unfortunately, after drawing her in with seductive touches and blunt promises, he’d revealed a completely different man underneath. One she couldn’t categorize quite so easily. Someone harboring secrets. Pain. But she needed to view her connection to Daniel for what it was. A healthy sexual attraction being indulged in by two consenting adults. She couldn’t mistake sexual attraction, albeit a powerful one, for anything beyond a physical craving.


    Pausing in the hallway before she reached Jack’s door, Story pressed her hands to her cheeks, certain that thoughts of Daniel had stained them bright red. It didn’t help matters that every step she took reminded her where he’d been, where he’d touched. The jean shorts and T-shirt she’d apparently chosen to wear today felt too tight against her sensitized skin. Getting hold of her rampant thoughts needed to happen immediately, before she walked into her father’s hospital room and blurted, “I had the most mind-blowing sex of my life—of everyone’s life—with your protégé last night. Three cheers for me! Oh, and how are you feeling?”


    So not the best way to greet your heart-attack-victim father.


    This morning, she’d rolled over to find Daniel’s half of the bed empty, but full-blown panic mode was quickly averted when she’d looked on the bedside table to find a paper bag containing a box of condoms and a sleeve of peanut butter crackers, turning her insecure panic to laughter. Then, discovering a voice mail from him on her phone, she’d listened to it twice before even getting out of bed, his gravelly voice conjuring a delicious tug in her belly. And okay, maybe she’d listened to it three times instead of two.


    Hey baby, I just left your place. I didn’t want to wake you up. You looked too pretty lying there… We have a training exercise all day in Jersey or else I’d still be in bed with you, gorgeous. You know that, right? I wouldn’t disappear like that without a reason. Not with you. I’ll talk to you soon… And the next time you fall asleep on me, you’ll wake up to find me licking those tan lines. That’s a promise, Story.


    Despite the shiver of pleasure she got from Daniel’s gruff message, she’d felt a flicker of alarm over his words. He was already planning on a next time. God knows she wanted that, too, but where did it lead? Only days since her breakup, she’d barely gotten her head back on straight. For all she knew, her overwhelming craving for Daniel stemmed from the need for closure after Fisher kicked her to the curb.


    God, the more she thought about this, the better a stiff drink sounded. At least her thoughts had made the blush flee her cheeks and she could now enter Jack’s room without worrying about last night showing on her face. She pushed off the wall and rounded the doorway into Jack’s room.


    Seeing her enter, he turned off the miniature television suspended over the bed and tossed the remote onto the table. “Story.” He smiled broadly. “You look well today.”


    “Uh, thanks!” Don’t vomit. “So do you. Although I’m told you’re still refusing to eat the hospital food. You know, there’s not always going to be a uniformed officer around to do your dirty work, bringing you corned beef sandwiches on the sly.”


    “What? Who told you that?” He looked the picture of innocence.


    She dropped into a chair and crossed her legs. “One of the nurses.”


    “Which one? The cute one with the glasses?”


    Story raised her eyebrows in response.


    “I can’t believe she sold me out. I thought we had an understanding.”


    “She understands you need to change your diet and get healthy or they won’t clear you to return to work.”


    “I don’t need them to clear me.” Grumbling, he pushed himself up on the bed. “Hell, most of the time I’m talking into a headset, anyway. Not a lot of strenuous physical activity involved there.”


    “Keywords being ‘most of the time.’ I seem to recall three years ago, you got close enough to a perpetrator that you dropped said headset and wrestled him to the ground. Jog any memories?”


    Jack looked at her in silence for a moment. “Sure, I remember. Ex-Army Ranger suffering from PTSD barricaded himself inside a church in Staten Island. The question is, how do you know about it? I doubt it made the news in San Diego.”


    Actually, she’d been following Jack’s career most of her life. In addition to writing a best-selling memoir about life as an NYPD hostage negotiator, which she’d read cover to cover, not a month went by that he wasn’t mentioned somewhere in the news. Oftentimes, it felt as though technology was the glue holding her relationship with her father together. No need to fill him in on that minor detail, however. She forced herself to nod. “I might have checked in on you once or twice. You know, we have this fancy new invention called the Internet. Makes it pretty easy.”


    Jack snorted a laugh, looking down at his hands. “I might not have been around while you grew up, but I sure managed to pass on the smart-ass gene.” He turned serious then, somber eyes meeting hers across the room. “I’m sorry. About the way things worked out.”


    Uncomfortable with his apology, she stood and paced to the window. She hadn’t intended to have this conversation, but now that it seemed unavoidable, she needed to give voice to the question that had always haunted her.


    “Why did you stop coming to visit?”


    Having been so young when her parents got divorced, she barely recalled the time they’d lived together in one house, as a family. When she’d grown slightly older, she could remember Jack flying to California once a year, usually around her birthday. He would take her to the beach, buy her something, ask about school. She’d looked forward to it with joyful anticipation. Then one year, he’d stopped coming. Lynette explained countless times how busy Jack was in New York and she’d tried to be happy with his phone calls on Christmas, but she always wondered if she’d caused his absence.


    Jack blew out a breath. “Well, Story. I honestly don’t have a good enough answer for you. Not that I haven’t had ample time to prepare one.” He lifted a hand and let it fall. “You were so young. Every time I came and left, it confused you further. Once I missed one year, it just never felt right going back.”


    “I would have understood eventually.” Story still didn’t face him. “And a few more phone calls or e-mails per year wouldn’t have hurt either.”


    “I know that and I’m sorry.” He cleared his throat. “I’ve tried to be involved…in other ways.”


    “I guess I should thank you for the money you sent,” she said, feeling kind of numb. “I don’t think I have before.”


    “Jesus, you don’t have to thank me. I was happy to do it.” His tone of voice made her turn from the window. “Your mother and I might not have worked out, but I would marry her all over again, deal with all the arguments, to get you. I just want you to know that.”


    Her throat tightened. “Thanks, Dad.”


    Jack cleared his throat, signaling an end to the conversation, and she felt grateful. Her emotions were on a permanent roller coaster today and it was time to get off.


    “So how did you spend your night last night?”


    Roller coaster stalled, hanging upside down. “Uh, my friend Hayden and I went out for drinks, did some karaoke at Quincy’s like you recommended. Nothing crazy.”


    “Karaoke.” Jack cringed. “What a godawful pastime.”


    Story laughed, glad the mood had shifted back to normal. “See, right now in the light of day, I can agree with you. But last night after a few drinks, it represented immortality.”


    Jack adjusted the sensor clamped to his finger. “And what was the crowd like?”


    “Oh…er,” she stammered. “Women. Tons of women.” I sound like a jackass.


    “How unusual for Quincy’s.” He chuckled. “Well, I’m glad you had fun. Maybe someday you can introduce me to Hayden.”


    “Sure.” She walked to Jack’s bedside, picked up the pitcher full of water, and poured some into a plastic cup. “But I’m warning you, she’ll want to be fixed up with one of your officers.”


    “I’m sure we can manage that. Maybe Daniel Chase? I’m told he’s reasonably attractive.”


    Story choked on the sip of water she’d just taken, a decent amount trickling out of her nose.


    Jack sat up in concern. “Hey. Are you all right?”


    She nodded, holding up a finger as she coughed. “Fine.” Hack, hack. “I’m good.” Jack reclined once more, watching her suspiciously as she crossed the room and sat back in the chair. “So, um, what’s it like working with Daniel? Is he good at working?”


    Oh, real smooth, you silver-tongued devil.


    “He’s the best. Besides me, of course.” Jack grinned. “I found him in a negotiation class. He already had the aptitude required for the job and I suppose his past is what gives him the drive.”


    Story frowned. “His past?”


    Her father looked suddenly uncomfortable. “It’s not really my business to tell.”


    “Tell me,” she said, unable to help it.


    “I trust you’ll be discreet.”


    She nodded mutely.


    “Daniel was a foster kid. His mother couldn’t take care of him so he became property of the state very young. He moved around a lot between foster homes.” Jack turned to stare out the window. “When he was sixteen, he witnessed the murder of a foster parent by his foster sister. He tried to talk her down and was shot for his efforts.” Jack paused for a wheezing breath. “Not everything is a matter of record, but from what little he told me, she was an abuse victim who suffered a mental break. He did succeed, at least, in getting her to release three other children being held in the room.” He thought for a moment. “Most people find hostage negotiation as a career, but in Daniel’s case, I’d say it found him.”


    Story nearly burst into tears. What a horrific thing for a young boy to experience on top of being alone, without a family to claim him. Is that what his nightmare had been about last night? If so, how often did he have them? The pain mixed with alarm in his eyes when she’d succeeded in waking him now hurt to think about. Minutes ago, she’d thrown herself a pity party over Jack’s absence in her life. Now, knowing what Daniel had gone through made her feel selfish. She’d had a loving mother and advantages while he’d been given nothing.


    “Oh, God.” She looked up to find Jack watching her closely. “What a horrible thing for him to go through so young.”


    Jack snorted. “Yeah. I wouldn’t feel too bad for him, though. He’s just another jackass with a badge now.”


    Story shot to her feet, feeling righteously indignant on Daniel’s behalf. “How can you say that? After everything you just told me he went through, look what he’s accomplished. He’s much more than that.”


    Her father shrugged his big shoulders. “If you say so.”


    “What…what was her name? The foster sister.” The words felt like they were being squeezed out of her throat.


    Jack arched a blond brow at the odd question, but answered. “Nora, I believe.”


    Oh, Daniel. She stood abruptly, in desperate need of something to do. “I forgot your coffee. I’m going to go grab us both a cup.”


    “Extra sugar!” Jack hollered at her as she strode down the hall.


    …


    “You’re fucking late, Chase. Not all of us got laid last night, so I’m not exactly in the mood to wait for your pretty-boy ass,” Brent yelled out the window as Daniel jogged across the street toward his friend’s waiting car.


    Daniel tossed his duffel bag into the trunk, closed it, and slid into the backseat. Meeting Brent’s eyes in the rearview mirror, he raised an impatient eyebrow. “We’ve still got plenty of time to make it, unless you feel the need to run your mouth some more.”


    Brent shot a puzzled glance at Matt where he sat in the passenger seat. “You’re acting awfully surly after the night you must have had, my friend. Us two assholes went home alone.”


    Daniel remained quiet, prompting Brent to turn around in his seat, his face a mask of disbelief. “Don’t tell me you couldn’t close that deal last night.”


    His face turned to stone. “You don’t discuss her like that. She’s not a deal to close.”


    With a slow whistle, Brent turned around and started the car. “Relax. I didn’t mean anything by it.”


    He sighed heavily and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I know, man. Sorry. I’ve just got a lot of shit on my mind.”


    “Like what?” Matt asked.


    Daniel’s hand dropped. “Hell if I know. This girl…she’s got me all…” He waved his hand around impatiently.


    He watched Brent’s eyebrows shoot up in the rearview mirror. “Shit, she was that good?”


    “Brent, knock it off or I swear to God—”


    “Uh-oh.” Brent reached into the console and picked up his two-way radio, pretending to turn it on, then holding it up to his mouth. “This is car two-two-nine requesting backup. We’ve got an officer down. I repeat, officer down. Dispatch, please alert medical personnel that officer is whipped.”


    “Please remind me why we’re friends.”


    “Aw, you love me, you dick.”


    Matt turned in the passenger seat to face him. “How does she feel about you?”


    “That’s what has me kind of fucked up, all right? I have no idea. I usually don’t have to ask.” And he’d left before he could talk to her since she’d been sleeping. Warm and naked and delicious. Jesus.


    Not to mention, on top of being completely unprepared with protection last night, he’d had a full-blown nightmare from which she’d needed to forcibly wake him. Then, just to round out the evening, he’d turned her around and screwed her brains out as if she didn’t deserve anything better from him. He’d given her hot, filthy, rebound sex. Plain and simple. Only, he didn’t like the idea of being a rebound to Story. In fact, he fucking hated it. A rebound could easily imply one night. And Christ, he needed to see her again.


    He’d woken from the recurring dream as he usually did, mind reeling out of control. Unaware of his surroundings. But last night, his body had caught on long before his head could. The genuine concern on her face had only succeeded in disarming him further, her butterfly kisses on his belly and chest short-circuiting his brain. He’d hurtled himself at her before forming a coherent thought, using sex to regain the control he lacked in his dream. He’d planned on coaxing her to orgasm at least twice before allowing himself to push inside her. Sweet-talking her the whole way. But the damn dream had removed his filter, allowing every filthy thought in his mind to come pouring out.


    If not for the fact that he’d satisfied her, he’d have already given up all hope of seeing her again. The way she’d screamed his name still echoed in his ears, making him crazed to hear it again. Loud enough for every man in the vicinity to hear it. He might be the one with experience, but she’d shown him last night everything he’d been missing. If he’d offended her with his language or roughness, he would find a way to make it up to her.


    “Call her and talk to her. You can’t go into this training session with your mind somewhere else. That’s when accidents happen.”


    “Oh Matt, I love it when you talk safety,” Brent said as they turned into the Lincoln Tunnel.


    “Yeah, I’ll call her. When Brent isn’t sitting two feet away, taking notes.”


    A snort from the driver’s seat. “I don’t need your tips.”


    Matt raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know, buddy. Hayden didn’t seem too impressed last night.”


    “Oh, really?” Daniel leaned forward, glad to have the focus off him. “Now we’re talking. Let’s hear it.”


    Brent shook his head. “It’s nothing—”


    Matt cut him off. “The second you and Story left, he threw an arm around her shoulder and asked her if she wanted one more drink. Or maybe he called it a nightcap. She told him he was drunk enough. And…wait for it…he said, verbatim, ‘I’m not drunk, I’m just intoxicated by you.’ She couldn’t get into a cab fast enough.”


    Daniel barked out a laugh. “Oh, wow. You should write poetry.” He shook his head. “Seriously, have I taught you nothing?”


    “Very funny, assholes.” Brent scowled. “I’m not into uptight rich girls anyway.”


    Daniel and Matt exchanged an amused glance just as they pulled into the training center located directly on the banks of the Hudson River. It boasted three helipads that they would be making use of for the training exercise, and a massive warehouse containing a gymnasium, an Olympic-size swimming pool, and several obstacle courses.


    As soon as Brent pulled into a parking spot, Daniel hopped out and dialed Story’s number. He didn’t have long before the session began and Matt had been right—he wouldn’t be able to concentrate with the possibility that she wouldn’t want to see him again hanging over his head.


    She answered on the third ring, her voice stroking over his senses. “Hello?”


    “Hey, sunshine.”


    “Daniel.”


    Good Lord, baby, Say my name again. I need you to say it in your sleep. When you touch yourself. To no one in particular. Just say it, say it, say it. “Did you get out of bed yet?”


    Her breath caught at his gruff reminder that they’d been in bed together mere hours before. Good. He wanted her thinking about it. “Yes, I’m at the hospital visiting my dad. I’m in the lobby buying coffee.”


    A subtle hint that Jack wouldn’t overhear anything they said. For some reason, that bothered him a little too much. “How is he today?”


    “I had to read him the riot act about his corned beef consumption.” She sighed. “Also, he’s thinking of fixing you up with Hayden, so there’s that…”


    Daniel’s eyes narrowed. “Is that right?”


    “Hmm.”


    “Too bad she’s not my type.” He dropped his voice. “I prefer sexy little blondes who have tan lines hiding underneath their panties.”


    He thought he heard her moan softly and his body responded without hesitation. Nothing ever went according to plan with this girl. Even as he’d dialed her number, his plan had been to apologize for being too physical last night in bed, but everything went out the window the second she’d answered. A flicker of irritation passed through him that he couldn’t refrain from making their conversation sexual, but the rest of him was too stirred up to care.


    “Were you peeking while I slept?”


    “I might have. Does that bother you?”


    “It should.”


    “But it doesn’t.”


    A short, exhale of breath. “No.”


    Daniel groaned into the phone. “God, why didn’t I take you again this morning? If I could do it over again, I would roll you over and suck on your nipples until you were wet enough for me. I’ll always have to make sure you’re slick, baby. You’re so tight…”


    She gave a choked cough. “I can’t believe you’re saying this to me while I’m standing in line for coffee. There are people around…”


    “Would you say something dirty if no one could overhear you?”


    “Maybe.” A deep breath. “Yes.”


    Daniel hummed his approval at her honesty. “Good. Remember what you want to say and tell me later.”


    Blowing out a breath he envisioned ruffling her bangs, she changed the subject. “What kind of training exercise do you have today? Anything exciting?”


    He laughed at the unsteadiness in her voice. “We’ve got some choppers taking us out to Long Island Sound to do water rescues.”


    “As in, jumping out of a helicopter into the water? That kind of water rescue?” He made a brief sound of confirmation. “Be careful, Daniel. I don’t want to miss my first baseball game tomorrow night.”


    His brow furrowed. “Your first baseball game?”


    “Yeah. Jack said you wanted to take me to a Mets game tomorrow night.”


    “He did?” Did he miss something? He was a Mets season ticket holder and had planned on going to the game tomorrow night, but he hadn’t told Jack he would take Story.


    “Was he…wrong?” Story asked, sounded unsure. “If you’re taking someone else—”


    “No!” Wake up, idiot. “No. Sorry, I was just distracted. Of course I’m taking you.”


    “All right, great.” He heard her order two cups of coffee in the background. “Oh, and Jack said to tell you something…what was it? Ah…he said, ‘If the Mets get anywhere near home base, it’ll be the last game they ever play.’” She laughed. “I don’t know a lot about baseball. Did that make sense?”


    Daniel gulped. “Perfect sense.” In other words, touch my daughter and die, asshole.


    “See you tomorrow, Daniel.”


    “Bye, sunshine.”


    Daniel hung up the phone and stared off into space. Obviously Jack was trying to kill him. Take my beautiful daughter out, sit next to her for hours on end, and bring her home untouched. The prom date from hell.


    Matt and Brent came up behind him.


    “How’d it go?” Matt asked.


    “Oh, you know…perfect.” He turned to Brent. “I’m taking her to the game tomorrow night.”


    Brent’s mouth dropped open. “What the hell? I thought you were taking me?”


    “Tough shit. She smells better than you.”

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    As Daniel rode the elevator to Story’s floor, he repeated the promise he’d made to himself countless times since Saturday morning. They were going to have a normal date. He could keep his indecent thoughts—and hands—to himself for the next five hours. And when they returned from Queens later tonight, he would wait until she invited him inside, not making any assumptions. He’d spent a lot of time thinking since last he’d seen her and he’d come to one conclusion. If he wanted Story to take him seriously, he needed to prove to her that sex didn’t rule his every waking thought and action. Right now, she viewed him as someone who played the field, someone only interested in her body. He hadn’t helped discourage that assumption and it was time to rectify it.


    Furthermore, he owed it to Jack to act like a gentleman with his daughter. He’d failed in doing so up until this point, but it ended now. Going behind his mentor’s back was bad enough.


    Five hours. He would charm her, show her his thoughtful side. Brent insisted that women went crazy for men who were sensitive, though, Jesus, when the hell had he started considering Brent’s advice? He was usually the one doling out words of wisdom concerning the opposite sex. Maybe he and Story could discuss a book or something. He hadn’t read a book in a while, but he could wing it. After all, he worked best under pressure.


    On Friday night, he’d completely bullied her. Dragged her from the bar, given her hell for her little onstage performance, and roughed her up in bed. Tonight, he would be Mr. Tranquility. Nothing would rattle him. By the end of the date, she’d see him in a new light. Daniel, the thoughtful, fun-loving Mets fan. He pulled off complicated negotiations on a weekly basis. He could absolutely pull this off.


    He stepped off the elevator with a little extra bounce in his step. Then he saw the plastic-wrapped bouquet of red roses sitting outside her door. Roses he hadn’t sent. And just like that, his sea of tranquility turned into the perfect storm.


    “Oh, hell no.” Snatching the arrangement off the floor so fast that one of the blooms fell to the ground, he searched for a note among the greenery.


    For Story. —Fisher


    Daniel pounded on the door, note crumpled in his fist. A few seconds later, she answered smiling. But it quickly disappeared when she glimpsed his expression. Dressed in the jean skirt he remembered all too well from their first encounter, and a white tank top, she looked mouthwateringly fresh and beautiful. For some reason, that only made his irritation grow.


    Eyes landing on the flowers, she pursed her lips in confusion. “Okay, a puzzle. I like puzzles. You bought me flowers, but you’re clearly angry with me. Were they that expensive?”


    “I didn’t buy them.” Daniel took little comfort in her look of surprise. He couldn’t think past the foreign emotions burning through his gut. “They’re from him.”


    “Him…who?” Recognition dawned in her eyes. “Fisher? Why would he send me flowers?” She shook her head. “Roses, at that. He always bought me sunflowers.”


    Irrational anger ate at him. Daniel could see his reaction for what it was, but the momentary clarity did nothing to counteract his single-minded jealousy. He never let himself get irrational. It accomplished nothing. Why, then, did the thought of another man sending her flowers make him want to punch a hole in the wall?


    Because she doesn’t belong with you. She belongs with the kind of man you’ll never be. The kind of man who sends flowers. And why the hell hadn’t he thought to bring her flowers? He’d gotten lucky with this date falling unexpectedly into his lap, and now her ex-fiancé was showing him up from across the damn country.


    Well, he was the only one there and he would pleasure her the only way he knew how. He backed Story into the apartment and kicked the door shut behind him. As they stared at each other, the air thickened, closing in and cocooning them until it felt as though only they existed. Sexual awareness, always present between them, beat powerfully in his ears. He watched as Story registered the change in the atmosphere, relished the way her lips parted just slightly on a tiny inhale, her eyes dropping below the waistband of his jeans.


    Desire mixing with uncertainty on her face, as though she sensed an air of danger in him and liked it. “If you came to argue, maybe you should just leave.”


    “You don’t want me to leave.” Inwardly, he flinched at his dark tone. He shouldn’t be talking to her like that, knew he needed to rein it in, yet the need to assert his claim on her battered him from the inside. He felt the calm, rational part of his brain desert him and a cruel, possessive alter ego take over. Toning it down wasn’t an option.


    “Why don’t you tell me what your problem is?”


    Daniel moved toward her, but she held her ground, eyes shining up at him defiantly. The urge to kiss her, to let his need overtake his anger, almost won. But not quite. “Yesterday on the phone, you wanted to say something dirty to me. I told you to remember it and tell me later. Now’s the time. I want to hear it.”


    “No.”


    He ran a teasing finger along her neckline. “Would you like me to persuade the words out of you?” Her breasts rose and fell in a shaky breath, beautifully, temptingly, but she didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. He leaned forward to whisper against her mouth. “I think you want that very badly. Missed my hands, my mouth, my cock, didn’t you, baby?”


    A needy whimper passed her lips, but her eyes squeezed shut, as if gathering strength. Then she looked up at him with a familiar expression. She was daring him again, just like two nights before. Do your worst. He felt stripped bare under her blue-green gaze. It threatened to topple years of pent-up feelings like dominoes, so he rebelled against it. To give in to her dare would be emotional suicide.


    Walk away. You’re tarnishing her just by being near her.


    No. He couldn’t walk away any more than he could stop breathing. In a burst of speed, Daniel grasped her around the waist and dropped her onto the dining room table, her bare thighs slapping on the surface. He spoke around the steel band gripping his throat. “Now, gorgeous girl. What dirty little secret were you going to tell me? Let me know when I’m getting warm.” His thumbs drew lazy circles on the insides of her knees. “Were you going to tell me that you woke up after our night together, all tight and wet for me, wishing I was still there to take care of you?”


    “No,” she moaned, her thighs parting ever so slightly wider in way he knew was unconscious for her, contradicting her words. She couldn’t help wanting him any more than he could help the dark, possessive cloud that had settled over him, guiding his actions.


    “No?” He echoed against her neck, where he swirled patterns on her skin with his tongue. “Were you going to ask me to bite you harder next time? Perhaps on your hip or that sexy part of your thigh just beneath your ass.”


    “M-maybe,” Story gasped, surprising him. He’d meant his words to shock her, but judging from the way she shifted restlessly on the table, they only served to arouse her further.


    He swallowed the urge to spread her legs and pound away his frustration, jealousy, and lust. Just a little longer. “Were you going to tell me you’ve never been fucked so thoroughly in your life?”


    “Yes, Daniel.”


    A darkly primal growl originated in his belly and rumbled through his chest. Just a little further. He needed something more from her, but he could barely discern what that something was over the hunger blanketing his thoughts. Daniel slid his hand between her legs and crooked his middle finger just slightly. “Then I believe that grants me exclusive rights to this.”


    Story gasped and pushed hard against his chest. For long moments, they stared at each other, attempting to catch their breath. Seeing the confusion on her face finally brought him out of his hostile state, to be immediately replaced by panic and self-loathing.


    “Jesus, Daniel.” With jerky motions, she stood and straightened her skirt. “What is wrong with you?”


    He dropped heavily into the dining room chair. “I don’t know. God, I’m so sorry.” He knew he should get up and leave the apartment, never contact her again. He’d be doing her a favor. She should be demanding he leave. Maybe she already had. He couldn’t remember.


    Story ran a shaky hand through her hair. “I don’t understand why you felt the need to go there.”


    What could he say? He’d been pushed over the edge by some goddamn flowers? He’d carefully constructed a persona that he slipped into around women, but around her, he couldn’t keep it up. Maybe this was the real him. If that was the case, she should be running in the opposite direction. “There is no explanation for the way you make me feel. A few days ago we were standing in front of a vending machine and now we’re here. Nothing so far has been…explainable.” He blew out an exasperated breath. “We were just supposed to talk about books, goddammit.”


    Daniel looked up at her from his seated position, watching as she absorbed his words, determined his fate. Whatever she decided, he would take it like a man. He would fucking hate walking away from her, but he’d known from the beginning that she deserved better. And he’d just proven it to her beyond a shadow of a doubt. How everything had gone to absolute shit within ten minutes, he could hardly fathom.


    “No one has exclusive rights to me. Except me.” She pierced him with a look. “You just made me feel…really cheap.”


    He jerked as if she’d slapped him again. “Oh sunshine, if anyone’s cheap, it’s me.”


    She swayed a little on her feet, his apology only seeming to upset her further. When Daniel couldn’t stand her silence anymore, he finally spoke up. “So what happens now?”


    After a long, torturous moment when she stood debating, Story finally walked to the couch and picked up her purse. “I guess we go watch some goddamn baseball.”


    …


    On the half-hour ride to Queens they stayed mostly silent, Daniel glancing at her every few minutes as if she might throw open the passenger door on the highway and hurl herself into traffic to escape him. While she certainly wouldn’t go that far, she knew her decision to attend the baseball game with him after the scene in Jack’s apartment could be deemed highly questionable. Story liked the way Daniel took charge sexually and pushed the boundaries, but he’d gone overboard. She’d nearly demanded he leave regardless of his sincere apology, giving her some much-needed time to clear her mind, but he’d looked up at her with such naked misery on his face, she couldn’t do it.


    Jack’s words had come back to her in that precise moment. He’s just another jackass with a badge. She’d realized then that Jack wasn’t the only one who believed such a thing about Daniel. Daniel wholeheartedly believed it, too. Kicking him out would have just proven it to him. And she saw more.


    In a strange way, she found his jealousy kind of… comforting? Perhaps that wasn’t the correct word. One thing she knew for certain. Fisher wouldn’t have looked up from his phone long enough to notice flowers from another man, let alone comment on them.


    She’d always wondered what Fisher was thinking. She didn’t have to wonder with Daniel. He appeared unable to hide his emotions from her. Maybe this was simply her way of justifying her decision to leave with him, because her excitement over spending time with him hadn’t been dampened by his display of possessiveness. It may have even heightened it. The realization startled her a little. Up until his ill-timed comment, she’d been undeniably turned on by his behavior.


    He turned his car into the lot, flashing his badge to the security attendant. They were waved through to a reserved parking area loaded with squad cars and police cruisers. Daniel pulled into a spot and cut the engine, then slid out of the car to open her door. She took his offered hand and stepped out, her eyes sweeping over his somber expression. As before when he’d woken from the nightmare, she felt shaken by the need to soothe him.


    He averted his gaze. “We’re uh, late. We should probably—”


    Story placed her palm against his cheek, feeling his rough stubble on her palm. He looked confused by the gesture, but he couldn’t stop his eyes from sliding closed. She marveled over the effect a simple touch from her had on him.


    “Kiss me, Daniel.”


    An agonized sound left his throat, but his lips were on hers immediately, parting them for his tongue. The crowd’s roar emanated from the stadium just as his hands sank into her hair, tilting her head to give him a better angle. He backed her against the car and kissed her until they ran out of air. Breathing heavily, he pulled away.


    “That’s the kind of greeting I want next time you pick me up for a date,” she murmured against his mouth. “It doesn’t matter who sent me flowers. I’m here with you now.”


    With a shaky exhale, he pressed his forehead against hers. “I can’t pretend it doesn’t matter, Story. The way I acted was inexcusable, but I can’t pretend.”


    She swallowed. “Good. I don’t want you to pretend with me.”


    “I’m not sure I’m capable of it.” With a sigh, he pulled away to lock the car. Taking her hand, he led her out of the parking lot and through a side entrance into the stadium, showing his tickets to an elderly man with a bar-code scanner.


    Seeing the field for the first time, Story actually gasped. It looked completely different than on television. Huge and colorful, like it could suck you in. Their seats were so close to the action, she could practically see the sweat glistening on the players’ foreheads. Energy radiated from the already-seated crowd as they cheered for the next player up to bat.


    She whipped around to face Daniel and found him already watching her. “You didn’t tell me they were playing the Padres! Now I have to cheer against you.”


    Finally, her obvious enjoyment seemed to relax him and he smiled. “I get it, they’re your hometown team, but I’d appreciate if you kept the shit-talking to a minimum. Someone I know might see me.”


    “Oh, you’d be ashamed of me. I see.” She considered the field, then turned back to him with a grin. “This calls for a wager.”


    He smirked. “Name your terms, blondie.”


    “So cocky! Okay, if the Padres win…”


    “Won’t happen.”


    The man next to him grunted in agreement.


    “If the Padres win, you have to wear a Yankees hat for an entire day. Outside, in the world. You can’t hide in your apartment. I want witnesses.”


    His mouth dropped open, but he quickly shut it. “Fine. Like I said, it won’t happen anyway.” She smiled as if to say you never know. “How did you know about my hatred for the pinstripes?”


    “Isn’t it customary for a Mets fan?”


    “Yes,” the guy next to them answered without removing his attention from the game. Story giggled while Daniel shook his head.


    “So what about me? What do you want if the Padres win?”


    His eyes narrowed on their eavesdropper in disgust, as if knowing he couldn’t say what he really wanted out loud. “How about a picture? You in a Mets jersey.”


    “Done.” Smiling, she turned back to the game.


    Leaning close, Daniel whispered against her ear. “You know what kind of picture I’m talking about. If you don’t send me the one I want the first time, I’ll be forced to take it myself.”


    Even though a night breeze flowed through the stadium, cooling the July air, Story grew hot just hearing his softly spoken words. Unconsciously, she crossed her legs, unaware of the telling motion until Daniel licked his lips in response.


    “Are you trying to distract me from my first baseball game?”


    “Yes. Is it working?”


    She arched an eyebrow.


    With a smile, Daniel laced his fingers with hers and sat back to watch the game, mercifully shutting off his twenty-four-hour sex death-ray stare. Still, even the feel of his fingers against hers felt sensual. It didn’t help matters that in battered jeans and a black T-shirt, he looked good enough to eat. Sensing her discomfort, he winked at her from under the brim of his Mets hat, signaling a passing vendor for two beers.


    Story briskly changed the subject. “So, what books were you prepared to discuss with me?”


    He choked on a sip of beer. “Jesus, that’s the first time you’ve ever actually looked or sounded like a teacher.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean,” Daniel stressed, “not a single teacher looked like you when I went to school. Might have shown up more often if they had.”


    “Oh. Thanks?”


    “You’re welcome.” He watched her closely as she took a sip of beer. “So it must be hard. Wrangling a bunch of kindergartners all day.”


    “It can be,” she agreed, smiling at the thought of her rowdy pack of kids. “Probably not as difficult as hostage negotiation.”


    “No one ever takes a hostage during class? Give me a snack pack or Malibu Barbie gets it?”


    Story shook her head. “You’re showing your age. They all have iPods now. I haven’t seen a Barbie since I was in kindergarten.”


    “Seriously? Who is confusing the boys about female anatomy, then?”


    “You’ve always been a peeker, I see.”


    “Guilty as charged.” Smiling, he took a long gulp of his beer. “Other than confiscating iPods, what’s the hardest part of being a teacher?”


    “Well, they basically have no filter. Whatever pops into their head comes right out of their mouths.”


    “Sounds like Brent,” he commented drily. “What’s the craziest thing you’ve heard?”


    Tilting her head, she thought about it. “Will Gergitch. Cutest little thing with glasses. Never said a word during class unless I dragged it out of him. Until one afternoon, the principal stops by class to say hello to the students. Will politely shakes her hand and blurts, ‘My mom says you’re not qualified to be the principal of a shoe box filled with shit.’”


    Story watched with pleasure as Daniel nearly spit out his beer. “You’re shitting me.”


    “I shit you not.”


    He raised his plastic cup. “To Will Gergitch. American hero.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Unfortunately, conversation between Story and Daniel, not to mention among the entire crowd, came to a standstill by the time the Padres led the Mets eight to zero after the fifth inning. Their eavesdropping neighbor spat on the ground near his feet and left in disgust, shouting epithets at the Mets dugout as he stormed up the stairs.


    Daniel started looking nervous as the reality of their bet set in. His face had gone completely white, his eyes splitting time between the scoreboard and the field.


    “You’re not going to hold me to that bet are you, sunshine?”


    She snorted. “Bet’s a bet, trail mix.”


    “I thought people from California were supposed to be nice.”


    “It’s all a ruse.”


    “Obviously.”


    During the seventh-inning stretch, Story looked around and saw that most of the crowd had filed out, chalking the game up to a loss. Daniel’s hair strayed in every direction on his head thanks to his anxious fingers combing through it. His hat had long since been shoved somewhere inside Story’s purse.


    As they stood to stretch their legs, Story decided to take his mind off the bet. Noting that their entire section now sat empty, she stood on her toes and wrapped her arms around his neck. Eyes dropping to her lips, he looked immediately distracted, she noticed with satisfaction.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Just saying hi.”


    He pulled his bottom lip through his teeth and leaned in close to her ear, his voice dropping to a harsh whisper. “It’s not a wise move, pressing those sweet, round breasts against me in public. I’ve been craving another taste of them for days. So unless you want to get carried out of here over my shoulder and fucked in my backseat, I’d step back a little.”


    Story’s breath hitched, warmth sliding through her belly. The announcer’s voice made her jump and having no choice, she practically fell back into her seat.


    The eighth inning proved to be torture for herself and the Mets. They gave up two more runs to the Padres, clearing the stadium almost completely.


    Daniel’s hand, starting at her knee, slid higher and higher as the inning wore on. Every once in a while he would squeeze her flesh, a blatant reminder of his earlier threat. He appeared totally unconcerned about the remaining people nearby possibly seeing his possessive grip on her leg and the massaging motions of his long fingers. And after a while, her senses were too overwhelmed to care. Finally, his thumb slipped underneath the hem of her skirt, skimming back and forth just inches from her panties. She couldn’t hold back the low moan that slipped past her lips at the anticipation he created.


    The ticking of his jaw was the only indication Daniel gave that’d he’d heard her. But instead of moving his hand higher, he removed his thumb from underneath her skirt and slowly ran his fingers, featherlight, down the inside of her thigh. She felt the answering tickle between her legs and deep in her stomach.


    Thighs shaking, nipples pressing against her tank top, she knew her appearance bordered on indecent. If she sat there letting Daniel continue his expert teasing for much longer, she would certainly disgrace herself in a public place.


    Nice girls didn’t let men touch them intimately in a baseball stadium. But at the moment, she didn’t want to be a nice girl. She wanted Daniel to do very bad things to her, make her feel the things only he could. The realization freed her. Remembering his earlier reaction to her simple embrace filled her with power. Story wanted him so badly, her heart raced, goose bumps broke out along her skin. And she could have him. Now.


    Turning, she saw that his eyes had narrowed on her face as if sensing her thoughts, his body perfectly attuned to hers. “Say the word, gorgeous.”


    She swallowed any remaining fear. “How big is your backseat?”


    “Big enough.”


    Daniel took her hand and pulled her out of their row to ascend the concrete stairwell, his brisk stride forcing Story into a jog behind him. None of the people or vendors they passed registered in her mind, her sole focus being Daniel moving in front of her with sensual grace, layered with drum-tight tension. His muscular back shifted underneath his thin T-shirt with every movement, and she imagined her nails raking over all that strength down to his ass. Story squeezed Daniel’s hand tighter, nails digging into his palm, and he picked up the pace even more.


    Finally, they pushed out of the stadium into the surrounding courtyard. She could see the parking lot in the distance and anticipation drummed through her, beating in her ears. Although the stands had mostly cleared of people, their lot remained full of police vehicles.


    “Most of these guys are here to work security,” Daniel explained in a strained voice. “They won’t be leaving until the game officially ends.”


    Story could only nod as he pulled her through the fence toward the car, scanning the parking lot for other people, of whom there were none. The darkened parking lot appeared completely deserted, the only sound their feet walking along the pavement. Daniel pulled the keys from his pocket, his movements uncharacteristically jerky. When they reached the car, which he’d parked in between two larger vans, Daniel pressed the button to unlock the doors and yanked the back one open.


    Suddenly, he turned to her and stopped. “I shouldn’t be doing this kind of thing with you, sunshine. God, what are you even doing here with me?”


    A flare of panic rose in her chest at the thought that he might back out. She needed him too badly to stop now. Wouldn’t survive it if he refused her. Bolstering her courage, Story moved forward until they stood flush against each other, then she reached between their bodies and unbuckled his belt, maintaining eye contact the entire time. His eyes slid shut and he whispered her name.


    Story’s arousal increased with every shudder of his breath. He groaned when her fingers brushed against his swollen erection. After unhooking his belt, she worked on the button of his jeans, unzipping them to finally free his hard length. Hands clenched and unclenched at his sides, as he clearly tried to give her control of the situation. She sensed it stemmed from a need to assuage his guilt over his earlier behavior. And for what they were about to do.


    Kissing his jaw, she let her hand venture down to encircle his unyielding length, squeezing gently. His head dropped back to rest on the car’s roof, air hissing through his teeth. He felt thick and smooth in her hand, growing and hardening even more with every stroke. Just imagining him thrusting inside her had Story squeezing her legs together in an attempt to alleviate the longing. A needy sound escaped her throat.


    Daniel’s eyes snapped to hers, a knowledge there that stole her breath. “You need it right now, baby. Look at you. Just dying to be fucked.” Then he disappeared inside the dark car, holding his hand out for her to follow. Sliding her fingers against his, she followed him into the backseat. Before she could take a breath, Daniel slammed the door closed behind her and dragged her over his lap to straddle him.


    The position made her jean skirt ride high on her thighs, but it still restricted her movements. She made a sound of frustration, desperate for her lower body to make contact with his. Then Daniel’s hands tugged the skirt over her hips and she slid down, her damp center pressing against his erection. Sensation speared through her, nearly making her orgasm on the spot.


    “Oh my God, oh my God,” she breathed, circling her hips over his.


    “Fuck, I can feel how wet you are,” he growled, his hands pushing her knees wider. “Tell me it’s all for me. Tell me I’m the one who soaked your panties.”


    “It’s for you.” Story gasped as he shifted to the side, digging a foil packet from his pocket, prodding her with his stiffness in the perfect spot. When Daniel sank back down into the seat, she watched as he ripped the packet and rolled the condom over his length in one easy movement, breath harshening as his hot gaze dipped between her thighs. His hands went to the hem of her tank top, tugging it over her head to drop on the seat beside them.


    “Take off your bra and offer your breasts to me. Like I’ve been dreaming about.”


    A thrill racing over her skin, Story unhooked the front clasp of her bra. Letting the material slide down her arms, she gloried in Daniel’s deep groan of approval. His hand edged across his stomach to grasp his erection at the base to stroke upward, eyes on her breasts as he did so.


    “Touch them. Put those pretty pink nipples in my mouth.”


    She slid her hands over her rib cage and cupped the soft mounds, lightly pinching her nipples before leaning forward toward Daniel. Before she could slide the puckered tip between his lips, his tongue licked out and sucked it into his mouth, cheeks hollowing as he savored her. She felt the answering jolt between her legs, whimpering at the sight of him stroking himself while he suckled her.


    His other hand slipped between their bodies to cup her. Story sobbed at the exquisite pressure, pressing herself into his palm. Curling his fingers around the edge of her panties, Daniel ripped the material free, removing the final barrier between them. Guiding her hips forward, he positioned himself against her opening and finally, she slid down onto his erection. Their simultaneous moans echoed through the car.


    Tugging her face down to his, he spoke gruffly against her lips. “Do you feel that, gorgeous? I keep my cock hot and hard for you. Only you. Any time you want it, you just crawl right onto my lap and take what you need.”


    “I need it now.” Unable to wait any longer, Story began to move, gripping the top of the seat and riding Daniel with quick, bucking movements of her hips. His hands gripped her ass, urging her to move faster until she was no longer conscious of anything but the building tension inside of her. Daniel alternated between licking her breasts and tracing hot, sucking kisses up and down her neck, driving her need for release higher, more desperate.


    Then they heard voices. At least three men, laughing and joking outside the car. Underneath her, Daniel tensed, cursing. Story’s movements slowed, but didn’t stop completely. Oblivion within reach, she couldn’t stop now if she wanted to.


    He gripped the hair at her nape, forcing her feverish eyes to meet his eyes. “I know you can’t stop, baby. I don’t want you to, either. You feel so goddamn perfect. But you need to be very quiet for me. If you need to scream, bite my shoulder instead. Just don’t make a sound.”


    She bit her lip and nodded, increasing her pace once more. The voices traveled closer until Story realized they stood right outside the window, with their backs to Daniel’s car, waiting for their friend to unlock the van. Daniel’s car windows were tinted. Combined with the night’s darkness and lack of lighting in the parking lot, they wouldn’t be able to see them unless they peered directly into the window. Which they likely wouldn’t do. Unless she made a noise.


    The illicitness of their situation registered along with her excitement. She’d wanted to be bad? Well, she’d certainly gotten her wish. Having sex in a public parking lot less than five feet away from three police officers definitely counted as shameless. Locking her gaze on Daniel, she watched his eyes widen at her expression, then darken with undisguised lust.


    “You want to be a naughty girl?” he whispered. “You came to the right place.”


    Rising onto her knees, she turned and sat on his lap, facing the front windshield. Leaning back against his chest, she took his hands and placed them on her breasts before slowly sinking down on him once more, inch by inch. This time, she wasn’t allowed to moan her pleasure, and the restriction only ramped up the powerful ache. She hovered so close to release that it would only take a few upward thrusts of Daniel’s hips to make her come.


    His fingertips skimmed over her collarbone and neck. He hesitated for a split second before his big hand covered her mouth, preventing any sound from escaping.


    “Is this okay, baby?”


    Story caught of glimpse of herself in the rearview mirror, eyes dark and heavy with passion, Daniel’s hand over her lips. The erotic sight made her sex clench tightly around him. Closing her eyes, she nodded vigorously.


    Testing the new position, her first writhing motion shot heat straight through her. Story’s head fell back and Daniel’s hand swallowed her whimper. He kissed her neck as his hips started to move with her, driving up into her body as the hand not covering her mouth played with her nipples. She could feel Daniel’s control deserting him just as her own slipped from her grasp and he began pounding into her, gripping her hips and sliding her up and down on his erection, bouncing her on his lap.


    Outside their car, three doors slammed, an engine started, and the van pulled away.


    Story screamed his name as the orgasm rippled through her, light exploding behind her eyes. Half of what she said was drowned out by Daniel’s own hoarse cries of release as he plunged into her one final time and let himself go.


    Collapsing against him, she felt his arms circle her, holding her against his chest. Unable to speak, it took long minutes before she could breathe normally.


    His mouth quirked up against her ear. “Holy shit.”


    She laughed, feeling incredibly liberated. “I know. Kind of makes it worth wearing a Yankees hat for the day?”


    “I’ll have it surgically attached to my head if we can do that once a week.”


    Raising an eyebrow, she turned her head on his chest. “Only once a week?”


    “The other six days will be spent trying new things, of course.”


    “Okay.” She nodded. “That’s fair.”


    He fell silent for a minute and she sensed a change in his mood. Reaching down, she took one of his hands in hers, squeezing it. His lips brushed over her shoulder.


    “Story, what I said earlier. There’s no excuse.” He buried his face in her hair, inhaling deeply. “I can’t force you to belong to me.”


    Something shifted in her chest at the desolation in his voice. Her heart rebelled fiercely at the thought of him harboring guilt or sadness over anything that happened between them. He’d just freed something inside her she hadn’t known existed, and there wasn’t room for anything else. She wanted him here in this moment with her, happy. She just wanted him happy.


    The intensity of her feelings rattled her a little. How unlikely was it that days after being dumped by her fiancé, she would find someone who could pluck anger, sadness, lust, and joy from her at will? Did the poor timing make it any less real? This being her first breakup, maybe she was simply rebounding but couldn’t recognize her impulsive behavior for what it was? Banishing the troubling notion, she turned in his lap and tucked her head under his neck. She didn’t speak, just let him hold her, trying to keep her runaway thoughts at bay.


    Eventually, she sat up and pulled her clothes back on. After watching her dress for long, silent moments, he followed suit, refastening his pants. She crawled over the console into the passenger seat while he got out and slid into the driver’s side. As he turned the keys in the ignition, an excited voice emanating from the car radio filled the silence.


    “Ladies and gentlemen, if you are just joining us or like everyone else, turned off your television sometime during the fifth inning, the Mets have staged the comeback of the decade this evening against the San Diego Padres, coming back from a ten-to-nothing deficit to win by a five-run lead. Folks, you had to see it to believe it…”


    Mouth dropping open in shock, she turned to find Daniel looking at the car stereo with undisguised ecstasy on his face, sending her into a laughing fit.


    “No way.”


    “You know what this means, don’t you?”


    “I know, I know.” She threw up her hands. “A picture of me in a Mets jersey.”


    “No. Well, yes. But it also means, we have to make this a tradition. Parking lot nookie. Every game, no exceptions. As a lifelong fan, I owe it to the team. This comeback was all us.”


    “Right. They sensed our sex mojo from the field.”


    “Laugh all you want. I’m onto something.”


    “You’re certifiable.”


    Daniel pulled his hat from her purse and placed it on his head with a flourish. “Certifiably genius.”


    Turning toward him in her seat, she frowned. “Wait, I seem to recall the parking lot nookie being my idea.”


    He shrugged, a smile tugging the corners of his lips. “Sure, baby. It was your idea.”


    Story flopped back against her seat, trying to maintain her frown and failing. God, the man was way too sexy for her peace of mind. “Take me home, you conceited jackass.”


    Laughing, he put the car in drive and headed toward the exit.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Outside Jack’s apartment, Daniel stood behind Story, watching as she unlocked the door.


    Taking advantage of her diverted attention, he let his gaze skim up her arm, over the curve of her neck to the sensitive spot beneath her ear. He could lean in now and kiss it, maybe lift the edge of her tank top and graze the taut skin of her belly with his fingers. He’d be inside her before they even made it to the bedroom. She would wrap her welcoming legs around his hips and urge him on, all breathy and flushed, calling his name.


    But he wouldn’t allow himself any of it. Any of her.


    On the ride back to Manhattan, he’d realized something that had disconcerted the hell out of him. There would be no more Mets games. Despite his attempt to lighten the mood with his impulsive petition for regular parking-lot loving, Jack would be out of the hospital next week and Story would start making plans to return home, three thousand miles away.


    Daniel didn’t consider himself a selfish man, but when it came to the girl standing in front of him, he’d learned just how much of a greedy bastard he could be. She deserved someone far better than him, but the very idea of her with another man fucked with his head, so he expelled the thought before they had a replay of his earlier episode over the roses. Right or wrong, he simply didn’t think he was honorable enough to let her go.


    If they continued in their current vein, she would likely chalk up her two weeks in New York with Daniel to a hot summer fling, nothing more. He couldn’t let it happen.


    The lock turned in the door with a click and Story pushed it open. Daniel followed her inside, closing the door behind him and sliding the dead bolt, buying himself time to repress the urge to back her against it and…


    Deep breath, Chase. You negotiate hostage situations for a living—this should be a piece of cake. You can have one normal conversation with her that doesn’t end in sex.


    Daniel turned from the door just as she slid her arms around his neck and stood on her toes to bring their mouths even. He closed his eyes defensively, knowing if he looked into those twin blue-green pools, he’d be lost. Every ounce of resolve he’d mustered would fly out the window and they’d be back at square one. But instead of blocking out her image, he saw Story in his traitorous mind’s eye, arms twined around his neck, those toned calf muscles flexing as she stretched to kiss him. When she tipped her head back, long blond hair would tumble down her back to brush the top of her waist.


    With an agonized groan, Daniel placed his hands on her hips and set her away. She looked up at him with confusion and a hint of insecurity in her eyes, doing crazy things to his brain. How she could harbor insecurities when he wanted to kneel at her feet and pledge his fealty blew his mind. If he didn’t say what needed saying soon, she would end up underneath him on the floor, where he would banish every insecure thought swirling in her head.


    Just say it. “Story, I want you to stay.” She looked puzzled by his statement. With a shake of his head he tried again. “I’m asking you to stay. Here. Through the end of the summer. Would you do that?”


    She went still. “What? Wh-where is this coming from?”


    “Please don’t act like there’s not a good reason for me to ask.” He took a deep breath. “There’s something between us and I’m asking you not to leave before we find out what it is.” Even as he attempted to convince Story to stay, part of him wanted her to say no. It would be the right decision for her. She would need more than sex, and he’d never needed or wanted to provide anything beyond physical pleasure for a woman. He didn’t know the first thing about dating a girl like Story.


    One battle at a time. If he could just get her to stay, to give him some more time, he would make damn sure he figured it out.


    “We’ve known each other less than a week,” she responded, shaking her head as if to clear it.


    “I know it’s fast, but I don’t have a choice. You could pack up and leave at any time.” Yanking the hat off his head, he dragged his fingers through his hair. “If I let you leave without making damn certain there’s nothing I can do to keep you here, I’m going to regret it. In fact, regret doesn’t even begin to cover it.”


    His words stunned her, Daniel could see it clearly on her face. Her attention shot down to the floor. She looked uneasy, as if she wanted to say something but didn’t know how.


    “Daniel…”


    “What is it?” He took a step toward her, stooped down to meet her eyes. “If there’s something preventing you from even considering the idea, I need to know so I can fix it.”


    “It’s just…you don’t seem like the one-woman type.”


    Just like that, Daniel felt any hope he’d allowed to accumulate burst like a bubble. She’d just confirmed his darkest fear. That a girl like her saw him as nothing more than a diversion. A rebound. Female faces and voices from the last decade rushed through his head, blurring together and making him nauseous. They had no place here. Not when the girl of his dreams sat just within his reach. Only, maybe she was really so far out of his reach, he couldn’t even see it. Perhaps he’d been in the process of losing her for the last ten years. Every time he’d engaged in anonymous sex, she’d slipped a little further from him. Only he hadn’t been blessed with the foresight to see her coming.


    At that moment, Daniel knew with absolute certainty that not a single one of his conquests had been worth Story’s doubting his sincerity. Not by a long shot. He spoke around the iron band ringing his throat. “I can’t change what I’ve done in the past.”


    “Of course not,” she said quietly. “I’m not asking you to change anything about yourself. I wouldn’t want you to.”


    Daniel encompassed the room with his arms. “If that’s the case, then what are you doing here with me? Just having a little meaningless vacation fun?”


    Face having lost all color, Story hastened to reply. “No. It’s not like that. Daniel…I just got out of a three-year relationship. I thought we were…this was…”


    “A rebound.” With a sound of protest, she started to speak. Daniel, feeling something foreign and painful move in his chest, held up a hand that kept her silent. “Maybe I have no right to ask you to stay. That doesn’t change how I feel. I’m not asking you to stay in New York on a whim.”


    Daniel watched as she processed his words, looking for any hint in her expression that might give away her thoughts. Mostly she just looked frozen in shock.


    “You can’t just spring this on me and expect that I’ll agree without hesitation.”


    “You’re right, I can’t.” Daniel reached down and took her hands in his. “I’m asking you to think about it. At the very least, give me until the end of the summer to convince you I can be more than a rebound. I’ll make it worth your time, baby. Just one more month.”


    “And while I’m making this decision? What happens in the meantime?”


    “I won’t continue seeing you without Jack’s blessing. Believe me, sunshine, this isn’t easy for me. But I don’t want what we have to be dishonest. That’s not us.” He released her grip and stepped back with a heavy sigh. “So in the meantime, I’ll give you some space. When we’re together, we don’t leave each other a lot of room to think.”


    The idea of time apart seemed to rattle her, and Daniel could sense her growing panic. Her reaction reassured him that he was doing the right thing. If she didn’t feel something for him, the idea of him leaving wouldn’t bother her quite so much. “What if I decide not to stay? What if I call you tomorrow and tell you I’ve booked a flight home for next week?”


    “Then I’ll have no choice but to let you go. We’ll leave Jack in the dark and you can chalk it up to a couple amazing nights,” Daniel bluffed. He would give her a few days, tops, to think about it. If she didn’t agree to stay, he would try a different approach. But he’d continue to fight for her until her plane left the ground. Even then, he wasn’t so sure he would quit.


    She stared. “I wouldn’t even see you again before I left?”


    The way she said it, with sadness and a hint of confusion in her tone, almost buckled him. Every instinct urged him to pull her into his embrace and reassure her that he would lie, cheat, and steal to spend as much time with her as humanly possible. But he didn’t. He had too much on the line. If he touched her, took her to bed now, everything he’d said in the last ten minutes would lose all meaning. She would never take him seriously.


    You don’t seem like a one-woman type. She obviously thought of him as a player and nothing more. Until he met her, it would have been true.


    “Spending time with you knowing it’s only temporary would be difficult.” Taking one last look at her, Daniel turned and walked to the door.


    “Wait, that’s it? You’re leaving?”


    If he wasn’t in actual, physical pain at that moment, Daniel would have laughed at the outrage in her voice. He would undoubtedly regret leaving her looking so beautiful and vulnerable, hell, he already did, but he needed to follow his gut. If she felt an even an ounce of what he did, she would make the right decision. He just needed to have a little faith and a shit-ton of patience.


    He didn’t want to consider the alternative.


    …


    Story frowned at the door Daniel had just exited through. She felt blindsided. Exasperated. And more than a little impressed.


    Having come to know Daniel intimately, Story knew he’d left wanting her. Yet he’d felt strong enough about his proposition to suck it up and walk away. He’d done it to send the message that he meant business. Her body, unfortunately, was having trouble moving past the no sex subtext of his message.


    She flopped down onto the couch with a grumble. Memories of Daniel beneath her in the backseat of his car assailed her, but she reluctantly pushed them aside. Somehow, in the last ten minutes, the situation had completely gotten away from her and she needed to puzzle it out, make sense of Daniel’s request. Not to mention the fact that she’d nearly agreed to it just so he would stay and make love to her again.


    How quickly he’d become an addiction. In the beginning, she’d known it would be wise to stay away, but not why. Now she did. Every touch of his hands, brush of his lips, made her system scream for more. She’d never felt less inhibited in her life. Without realizing it, she’d allowed his single-minded intensity to wear off on her and become an equal participant, rather than a conquest. Tonight, in the parking lot, she’d hidden nothing from him and rather than judge her, he’d eagerly encouraged it.


    It didn’t stop with physical attraction, and therein lay the rub. Rub. Ha. She loved being with him. Stolen moments in stairwells, baseball games…even talking to him on the phone made her blush like a teenager. She’d soaked up every moment with him tonight knowing it wouldn’t last. That she would be leaving for California soon. He would go back to playing the field and she would return home to pick up the pieces of a life she’d never wanted. She would miss him a great deal. But knowing just how quickly Daniel would move on would give her no choice but to get over him. Right?


    Wrong. He’d sunk her battleship. I want you to stay. Just one more month. There’s something between us. She hadn’t known how to react. If he’d really meant it and wanted her to stay, where would it lead? To a monogamous relationship? They’d just met. He couldn’t possibly be considering changing his lifestyle for her. Could he?


    It had been so much easier when she’d seen Daniel as the ladies’ man with a craving for tan lines. Okay, definitely not easier, but at least the image had managed to keep her head out of the clouds. His declaration had her thinking dangerous thoughts, though. Dangerous, hopeful thoughts like maybe he really could be happy with just her. After waking him up from a nightmare, seeing the pain he hid behind his smile, and learning what she had about his past through Jack, she knew Daniel wasn’t just an overindulged bad boy used to getting what he wanted.


    He was so much more. Thoughtful, generous, interesting. Daniel didn’t merely indulge her sense of humor the way Fisher had, he genuinely seemed to appreciate it. She felt safe with him, and not just in the physical sense. Safe from judgment. But she’d known him only a short time. Was it was possible he treated every woman with the same special care, and she’d been emotionally neglected for so long that she soaked up Daniel’s attention like a plant seeking water? A depressing thought, but a realistic one. She had no perspective. Her life had been completely thrown off-kilter over the course of the last week, and Daniel’s request for her to stay in New York had finally upended her.


    It also tempted her. She and Daniel together. For just a little longer. Story pushed herself off the couch and stood. No more thinking tonight without the benefit of chocolate.


    She went downstairs to the deli to buy a Twix bar and milk. Outside, she marveled over how crowded the streets were even at the late hour and decided the term “city that never sleeps” was totally accurate. In contrast, her building’s lobby sat empty and quiet when she pushed open the door to come back inside. Just as the elevator door closed, a male voice called for her to hold it. Her hand shot out to stop the doors from sliding shut.


    A shiver of alarm passed through Story as her neighbor entered the elevator to stand across from her. If possible, he looked more disheveled than last time, when she’d helped him escort his mother to their apartment. His glasses sat slightly askew on his nose and his wrinkled shirt had come untucked from his pants on one side. Inconsistent with his appearance, he smelled as if he’d doused himself in cologne.


    As the doors closed and the elevator began its ascent to the fourth floor, she felt him watching her closely in the confined space.


    Story turned and smiled politely at him, trying to mask her unease. “How is your mother doing?”


    He looked startled at her having spoken, but then his mouth twisted. “She’d be better if she was in the hospital. They practically kicked us out on our asses. I’m not a doctor, so I don’t really know how she’s doing, do I?”


    She made a sympathetic noise as her panic ratcheted up another level. Her question had made him visibly angry and the elevator seemed to be taking forever to reach the fourth floor. Even then, he’d be getting off behind her, wouldn’t he?


    Something about the man frightened her. Although his abrupt, vaguely confrontational answer did little to calm her jumping nerves, it served to reassure her that she wasn’t judging him based on appearance. After all the times she’d reminded her students not to judge a book by its cover, doing so would make her a serious hypocrite.


    “Is he your boyfriend?”


    She could feel her heart pounding in her chest. Breathe. “Who?”


    He made an impatient hand gesture. “The guy who’s been coming to the apartment. This afternoon…a few days ago. There’s only one.”


    “Um…” For him to know those details, he’d have been watching through the peephole. Spying on her? Story racked her brain, trying to remember if she and Daniel had ever kissed in the hallway, in view of his apartment. Oh yeah. They certainly had. “No, he’s just a friend.” She felt compelled to lie anyway, praying he hadn’t seen them.


    His eyes narrowed at her answer. Thankfully, the elevator doors slid open then to reveal the carpeted hallway. Not wanting him to walk behind her, Story smiled and gestured for him to exit first, but he shook his head in refusal. With a nervous swallow, she left the elevator and walked toward her door. Had the lighting in the hall always been this poor, or had it merely escaped her attention before now?


    She’d never met any of Jack’s other neighbors. Would they even help her if she screamed? She suddenly wanted to give Daniel hell for leaving. If he’d stayed, this wouldn’t be happening. Stubborn, sex-denying jerk!


    “I’m Frank, by the way,” he called from behind her. Casting a look over her shoulder, she saw that he still stood by the elevator watching her walk away.


    Find the key, put it in the lock.


    “Nice to meet you, Frank.” The door unlocked and she pushed it open. “You and your mother have a nice night.”


    Story cut off his answer as she closed the door and locked the dead bolt. With a deep exhale of relief, she slid down the door to the ground. When her heart began beating normally again, she shoveled the Twix bar into her mouth and chased it down with milk.


    “This city is definitely going to kill me,” she said out loud to the empty apartment.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Daniel slipped into the hospital elevator just as the door closed on a car already filled to capacity. After checking to make sure the button for ICU had already been pressed, he looked back down at the last text message he’d received on his phone. Come quick.—Jack. Hundreds of possibilities raced through his mind as the elevator started to move. Had Jack gotten bad news? Suffered another attack? Did something happen to Story? He hadn’t seen her for two interminably long days, but upon receiving the message, he’d tried calling her on the way over. She didn’t answer. He glanced impatiently up at the ascending numbers just above the door, mentally urging the car to move faster.


    When the doors opened in ICU, he took off down the hallway at a jog, but was forced to dodge the stairwell door as it swung open. Intending to walk past it without a backward glance, he did a double take when Story stepped out appearing just as panicked as he felt.


    Relief flooded him, but irritation followed quickly on its heels. Nothing new, since he’d basically been a walking, talking asshole to everyone he’d encountered since leaving her the night of the baseball game. He was sleep-deprived and sex-deprived, and seeing her looking so damn pretty wasn’t helping matters. “I thought I told you not to take the stairwell by yourself,” he snapped.


    She flinched, but kept walking toward Jack’s room. “I don’t have time to argue. I got a text message from Jack telling me to come quick. Have you heard anything?”


    Daniel shook his head. “No. He sent me the same message. Got here as fast as I could.”


    They both rounded the corner into Jack’s room and came to a dead stop. With one hand propped beneath his head, the other holding the television remote, he casually turned up the volume on an episode of Gilligan’s Island. Sensing their arrival, he turned toward them with a wide smile.


    “Oh, hey, you two.” His brow furrowed. “What’s wrong? You both look out of breath.”


    Story held up her phone and released a pent-up breath. “You texted me to come quick. I thought something was wrong.”


    “You texted me, too.”


    Jack pushed himself up against the pillows. “I knew I’d have better odds of someone showing up if I texted you both.”


    Daniel and Story exchanged incredulous glances. “So what did you want, Jack?


    “Breakfast.”


    Story made a choked noise. “Breakfast?”


    “The food here is abysmal.” Jack rubbed his chin. “I’m in the mood for a Danish.”


    “Jack, I ran out of a briefing,” Daniel grated, massaging his forehead. “I thought something bad happened. And you’re telling me this is about baked goods?”


    He shrugged his broad shoulders. “It’s the most important meal of the day.”


    Next to him, Story practically fell into a chair. “I need a drink.”


    Jack ignored her. “Daniel, show Story that bakery down on Third Avenue. The one that sells the giant black-and-white cookies.”


    “Every bakery in New York sells giant black-and-white cookies.”


    “Ah, you know the one.” He waved a hand in the air. “With the muffins and stuff.”


    “We’ll find one.” Story stood. “In the meantime, no more emergency texts for food or you won’t be the only heart attack victim in the family.”


    Jack turned his attention back to the television, where Mr. Howell was drinking a martini out of a coconut. “Sure thing.” Just as Daniel and Story were about to leave the room, his head whipped toward them. “Oh, wait. Story, since you’re both here, why don’t you pass on Hayden’s phone number to Daniel. After everything you’ve told me about Hayden, I think they’d really hit it off.”


    Daniel’s surprised gaze shot to Story, who’d frozen and visibly paled underneath the bright hospital lighting. He watched closely as she hesitated, started to speak, then stopped. Flustered, she dug her phone out of her purse. “Oh, um. Sure. Okay.”


    Daniel reluctantly keyed the number into his phone as Story read it off quietly, and filed it under “Never.” She refused to look at him as they left the room, but Daniel could practically feel the tension radiating from her. With the manufactured crisis averted, he finally took the chance to drink her in. Everything about her was soft and inviting, begging for his touch. She wore a pale-yellow T-shirt tucked into a lightweight floral skirt. Near her neck, a red string peeked out over the neck of her shirt.


    Unable to stop himself, he reached over and toyed with it. “What’s this?”


    “A bathing suit,” Story answered brusquely. “Hayden and I are road-tripping to the beach today.” Impatiently, she pushed her hair over her shoulder. “Do you want to come with us? I promise to make myself scarce.”


    With considerable effort, Daniel hid a pleased smile. “You can’t really be jealous. You’re acting like I asked you for Hayden’s number. That was all Jack.”


    “You didn’t hesitate taking it.” They breezed past the vending machine where they’d met. The first time they’d been in that spot, he’d been willing to do anything to get her alone, beneath him. Now, he was doing everything he could to keep his hands off. Give her time to view him as more than a rebound. Daniel wanted to laugh at the irony of it, but he was in too much pain for it to be funny. Story punched the button for the elevator. “There’s no need to wait until I leave New York to call her. Don’t let me cramp your style.”


    They stepped into the empty elevator. Daniel stood in front of her, looking down into her upturned face. Damn if her irritated little pout wasn’t turning him on. But the last thing he wanted was her feeling insecure. Especially over him and another woman. That was the very thing he wanted to avoid. Daniel took her wrist, drew circles with his thumb on the delicate skin. “Do you honestly think I’d use it?”


    She shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t—”


    A hand shot out to stop the doors from rolling closed. When Nurse Helen poked her head in and smiled, Daniel wanted the ground to open up and swallow him. He edged closer to Story in the hopes that she would get the message. No dice. He’d obviously done something to offend the universe, and now it was making his life hell.


    “Hi there,” she greeted him cheerfully, without a single glance in Story’s direction. “You haven’t used my number yet. What’s taking you so long?”


    With a tight smile, Story answered for him. “He’s lousy with numbers at the moment. I’m sure he’ll get around to it.”


    “I’ll be waiting,” Helen sang as the doors rolled closed.


    …


    Story stood in line at the crowded bakery, Daniel directly behind her, mentally berating herself for acting childish. She didn’t have any claim on Daniel, nor did she have the right to dictate whom he chose to date. The night he’d asked her to stay through the summer in New York, she’d told him she didn’t want him to change. And she’d meant it. Right? The alternative would be him seeing only her and she couldn’t possibly be ready for that kind of commitment so soon. It still didn’t make the idea of him with the cute nurse or Hayden any more tolerable.


    On the uncomfortably silent walk to the bakery, she’d come to a startling realization. She was scared. Scared to even consider the option of staying in New York to see where things went with Daniel. Scared of her reaction to the very thought of him with someone else.


    Fisher’s revelation that he’d met someone else hadn’t cut her as deeply, and she’d spent three years with the man. Her ex-fiancé hadn’t managed to shatter her heart, but his dishonesty had blasted her full of insecurities. Insecurities that would make it difficult to be with a man like Daniel. If she let herself slide down that slippery slope into a relationship, one that went beyond the physical, she would open herself up for a world of pain.


    More customers piled into the already-jam-packed bakery, forcing her and Daniel closer together. Every inch of her body tingled with awareness as his chest made contact with her back. Obviously, her body vehemently disagreed with her brain’s decision to slow things down. She wanted him so badly, it felt like a constant ache that refused to dull. Her body didn’t care that he’d been with too many women to count, that they’d all benefited from his skillful touch. How he made her feel was all that mattered.


    The only problem? She was starting to have a hard time separating the physical from the emotional. Somewhere along the line, he’d gotten to her. Bad. And right now, having him this close, she craved him like oxygen.


    Involuntarily, her head tipped to the side to expose her neck to him, and a moment later she felt his breath there, warming her skin. Her eyelids fluttered. Goose bumps broke out along her bare arms. One of Daniel’s arms curled around her waist hesitantly, pulling her back against him when she didn’t protest. When his warmth cradled her completely, she sank back against him with a sigh. Daniel’s head dropped down onto her shoulder as if in relief.


    “Sunshine,” he murmured near her neck. “I can’t see past you to anyone else. Please believe me.”


    “It’s not a matter of me believing you. I’m just not ready,” she whispered shakily. “I like being with you. I want to spend time with you while I’m here. Can’t that be enough?” Daniel’s answer was cut off when they reached the front of the line. “Give us the healthiest thing you have, please,” she instructed the baker, making Daniel raise a questioning eyebrow. Story pursed her lips. “Oh, he’s not getting away with this.”


    Daniel thankfully didn’t bring up their earlier conversation as they left the bakery. Wanting to ease the tension, she started to ask him about work but her phone rang, interrupting her. Her mother. She ignored the call and groaned upon seeing that her mother had called three times since this morning.


    “I’m curious about your mother.” Daniel’s mouth quirked up at the side. “I can’t imagine Jack getting married. She must be one hell of a lady.”


    Story smiled, relieved at the casual topic. “She is. I don’t remember much about them being married, though. I was so young.” She sent him a mischievous look. “Although I do remember the day my mother and I refer to as The Reckoning, if you’re looking for blackmail material.”


    “Always.”


    “I had a feeling.” Her laughter cut off when Daniel took her hand, then steered her off the street into a park. She looked at him questioningly.


    Daniel shot a quick look at their joined hands and shrugged. “This is nice. Just a little longer, okay?”


    Swallowing the lump in her throat, Story nodded. “It was a Monday. My mom always made French toast on Mondays, which is how I remember. Jack had forgotten their five-year wedding anniversary.” Her heart skipped when Daniel linked their fingers and squeezed. “My dad came home to find my mother outside, passing out his very rare, very expensive Cuban cigars to the entire neighborhood. The pool boy, mailman, and dog walker included…some of them had already started smoking them, including my mother. It was like a giant community smoke-out.”


    His head fell back as he laughed. “I’d have given anything to see his face. He treats those cigars like they hold the meaning of life. You know he’s never once let me have one?”


    “Really?” She pulled him to a stop underneath a shady tree. “Well, he’s not home right now and I know where he keeps them.”


    “Story…” He’d become distracted by the string of her bathing suit once more, worrying the red material between his fingers. “This is a red bikini, isn’t it? It’s the only thing you’re wearing underneath those clothes.”


    “Uh-huh.” She ran her hands up the front of his shirt. “I’m not meeting Hayden for another hour. Let’s go home. I’ll let you take it off me.”


    Looking utterly conflicted, he raked his bottom lip through his teeth. “Baby, please don’t do this to me.”


    “We want each other, Daniel.” Her mouth hovered over his, lips brushing gently. “Why are you being stubborn?”


    “You know why.” He gave in to the moment, growling as he took her mouth in a quick, searing kiss. “Being with you in that way is… Sunshine, it’s incredible. But it’s not everything. I need more with you.”


    She ran her fingers through his hair and urged him down to meet her for another hot kiss. Lips, tongues, and teeth mated frantically, licking and tugging until Daniel broke away with a groan. “Ah, God. Look at you.” His eyes pinched shut. “I have to go.”


    “Why? This is crazy.”


    As he backed away, the look on his face said I can’t believe I’m doing this. Story was pretty sure her own expression mimicked his. For the second time, she watched him walk away from her, looking seriously turned on and sexy as hell. Maybe even more so for denying her. She didn’t want to admit it, but his plan was starting to have the desired effect. Every time they were together, she wanted to give in just a bit more. She saw a little more of him each time, the part that no one else could see but her.


    He was proving to her that he was capable of being more than a woman’s plaything. And in turn, Story realized, he was proving it to himself.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Story stood inside the vast wonderland of color and texture, also known as Hayden’s closet, unable to properly appreciate the plethora of designer labels. Absently, she fingered the material of a gold-sequined ball gown, wondering why someone would spend that much money to be uncomfortable. She curled up on a white leather bench placed strategically along the closet’s wall, effectively ending her halfhearted hunt for a dress to borrow.


    Hayden poked her head in from the bedroom, wearing underwear and half a face of makeup. “Hey now, you better get busy. We’ve only got a couple hours before the party and you’re still in yoga pants. Unless you’re trying to start a new trend, I’d go with something a smidge fancier.”


    Story wrinkled her nose and stood once more. “Don’t you own a single article of clothing made out of cotton? It’s ‘the fabric of our lives,’ you know.”


    “Oh, now. You’re just cranky because Daniel hasn’t come groveling at your feet like you thought he would. How long has it been now?”


    “Five days,” she replied, throwing a silk scarf at Hayden for bringing up the sore subject. “Five long, nookie-free days and nights, my friend.”


    “Oh, the humanity!”


    Story fought a smile. “Hey, now, if I recall correctly, I left you outside Quincy’s last week with two seriously sexy, seriously single cops.”


    “Correction. One seriously sexy, seriously single cop—nice alliteration, by the way—and one muscle-bound, potty-mouthed dickhead named Brent.”


    “Noted. I shall endeavor to do better next time.” Hayden sniffed and plucked a dress off the rack, leaving Story once again to thoughts of Daniel. She’d filled her time by exploring the immense borough of Manhattan and going to visit Jack, letting him teach her the “art” of chess and catching him up on parts of her life he’d missed over the last decade.


    But despite the valuable inroads she’d made with her father, nothing could stop Daniel from occupying her thoughts. So when Hayden had called her this afternoon to invite her to a cocktail party being thrown by her parents, she’d jumped at the promise of being distracted. To engage in mindless conversation and think about something, anything, besides him.


    Dammit, she really thought he’d have caved by now. But she hadn’t heard a peep from him since the day in the park when he’d left her panting after him on the sidewalk. Apparently, he was determined to stick to his plan to give her some space to think. If the last five days had taught her anything, it was that she hated space. Space and Story were incommunicado.


    “So, have you actually taken the time to think about his request or have you just been moping around like a puppy with one of those giant cones on its head?”


    “Moping with a giant cone, mostly. Some thinking.”


    “And?”


    “And, it’s crazy! I dated Fisher for three years and now? I feel like I barely knew him. I’ve known Daniel all of a week.” She blew out a breath. “Maybe an extra month isn’t that huge a deal in the grand scheme of things, but it feels…big. Soon and big.”


    Hayden shrugged. “Felicity moved to New York for a guy who barely spoke to her during high school.”


    “Oh my God. Loved that show.”


    “Me, too,” she sighed. “It all went downhill when she got that ill-fated haircut.”


    Story held up a hand. “But seriously, late-nineties television dramas aside, I can’t take a chance like that. Not right now. Besides, it’s possible he’s just having a crisis of conscience because he slept with the boss’s daughter.”


    “Wow. Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out.”


    Eyebrows raised, she pointed a finger at Hayden. “Whoa. What was that tone?”


    Hayden snapped her teeth at Story’s finger. “That was my wise, earth-mother tone. You like?”


    “No. I don’t like. Knock it off.”


    “Okay, I’m only going to say one more thing and then I’ll send the earth mother back to her hippie cave.” She made a broad gesture. “I have this huge place all to myself. There’s an extra bedroom with your name on it. We were all kinds of awesome as roommates before and we could be again. If you decide to extend your stay in New York, it’s all yours.”


    “Thanks. I really appreciate the offer.” Story wandered across the closet, mostly to hide the sheen of tears in her eyes, and pulled a red halter dress off a rack. “I…miss him, Hay.”


    “I know,” Hayden responded quietly, not even having to question her about which man she was referring to. She so obviously missed Daniel.


    She held the red dress against her body for Hayden to comment, hoping she would allow the subject to drop. If they discussed it any further, she would start crying and be forced to admit just how deep her feelings actually ran for Daniel. Every day that passed without hearing from him only served to deepen them, not alleviate the void his absence created.


    Her friend didn’t disappoint. “Nah. A blonde wearing red attracts the wrong attention. I have something perfect right here.” She unzipped a garment bag and pulled out an electric-blue sheath dress. “It’s loose and unrevealing on top so you’ll be comfortable. But it’s short to make up for it. You’re going to be all legs tonight.”


    Story didn’t bother pretending she hadn’t fallen in love with the dress on the spot. She went toward Hayden with the intention of trying it on when something hanging on a rack caught her attention. “Is that a Mets jersey?”


    Hayden glanced over. “Oh yeah, I got that at an auction. It’s too small, but the money went to charity, so…” She frowned when Story quickly began stripping off her clothes. “What’s happening here?”


    Briefly, Story filled Hayden in on the wager she’d made with Daniel at the baseball game and watched the same idea register on her friend’s face. “I need you to take a picture of me with the jersey on. Use my phone.”


    “I just want to say for the record that I am totally against this. You should call him and have a meaningful adult conversation to resolve your issues,” Hayden deadpanned, excitement shining behind her eyes. “That being said, you’re going to need some high heels and sexed-up hair.”


    “Ooh. Sexed-up hair. Good idea,” Story enthused, stepping into a pair of black pumps. Then she flipped her hair over her head and tousled it with her fingers. Finished with her preparations, she stared across the closet at her friend. “What am I missing?”


    Hayden rolled her eyes. “The fucking jersey, femme fatale.”


    “Oh, right!” She grabbed the jersey off the rack, surprised at how small it looked and checked the tag. “Dude, this is a youth small.”


    “Even better,” Hayden responded, raising Story’s phone to eye level.


    Story pulled the jersey over her head, which barely fit through the hole, then shimmied until she’d gotten the garment all the way on. It barely reached her navel. She frowned at Hayden, who simply gave her a thumbs-up. What was she thinking? Was she really about to send Daniel a picture of her in underwear and a child’s shirt? Maybe this is a bad idea…


    Hayden snapped her fingers. “Hey, don’t even think about losing your nerve. This is too good. Do we need tequila? I have a bottle stashed somewhere.”


    “No, no. I’m fine,” Story said unconvincingly. “Just don’t send the picture until I approve it. Deal?”


    “Deal.” Hayden reached over and pressed a button on the wall. Out of nowhere, music pumped through hidden speakers into the closet. “Now move your ass. Show me what you got.” Story smiled sweetly and waved at the camera phone, making Hayden grimace. “This isn’t a yearbook photo. You’re going to have to do way better than that.”


    Attempting to focus, Story thought about Daniel and the way he made her feel when they were together. Free. Unrestrained. Honest.


    Once more, she ruffled her hair with her fingers, then stared right into the camera, picturing Daniel’s brown eyes glazed with lust. Vaguely, she heard the click of the camera.


    “Let me see.”


    Hayden looked at her sheepishly. “Oops, already sent it.”


    …


    Daniel stood behind the lectern trying not to glance down at his watch. The room full of uniforms in front of him blurred into a sea of navy blue.


    Since Jack remained in the hospital, Daniel had been tapped to give the weekly lecture at his hostage negotiation class. Almost immediately, he’d grown sick of hearing his own voice, simply wanting to get the hell out of there.


    And where’ll you go, jackass? Home to your depressingly empty apartment. Where you’ll sit and hope she calls like the previous five nights?


    Every time he’d been tempted to pick up the phone to call her over the last five days, he’d climbed onto his treadmill instead, eventually losing count of how many miles he’d sprinted. Desire for her assailed him constantly, often in the most inconvenient places. Like now, in front of thirty uniformed officers. Every time Brent or Matt brought up the Mets’ historic comeback over the Padres, it made him wish he could go back to that night and fall asleep with her in his arms. Kiss her into wakefulness the next morning. Or two days later in the park, when she’d all but begged him to take her home. What had he been thinking? Walking away and leaving her there. Needing him.


    Fuck it. As soon as he got out of this four-walled prison, he was going to get her. This ridiculous stalemate, one he’d initiated, had gone on way too long. He missed her like crazy and it only got worse with each passing day. Going to bed each night knowing she was only a five-minute walk from his apartment had been sheer torture and he couldn’t face another night of it.


    He’d foolishly thought denying them what they wanted would make her see him in a nonsexual light. Help her realize there was more to them than just unbelievable chemistry. He should have seen all along that sex with Story wasn’t him giving in to a weakness. The way it had always been his weakness before he met her. Their connection went beyond that. And he’d wasted five days realizing it.


    Giving her an ultimatum had been a mistake. He’d panicked at the thought of her leaving New York and acted without thinking. Story just got out of a long-term relationship. He’d be lucky if she was ready to move on a year from now. Of course she wouldn’t be prepared to take a risk so soon, especially on someone like him. Someone who didn’t even know what a healthy, stable relationship looked like because he’d never encountered one.


    She wanted a purely physical relationship with him? She could have it. He’d take whatever she offered him and be glad for it. But he couldn’t stay away from her any more. Every minute that passed made him more anxious to see her.


    The class finally finished reading the assigned passage he’d distributed, forcing him out of his internal chaos. One by one, they refocused on Daniel at the front of the room. Doing his best to push thoughts of Story aside, he continued his lecture.


    “We’ve spoken about the first two phases of a hostage negotiation tonight. The initial phase, usually ending in the hostage-taker’s demands. The negotiation phase, commonly referred to as the standoff phase, wherein we do our best do develop a relationship with the hostage-taker. Now, we’ll move on to the termination phase, where one of three outcomes is possible—”


    His phone buzzed on the lectern with an incoming text message. From Story. His heart leaped in his chest. No way could he wait another hour to see what she had to say. Subtly, without pausing in his speech, he punched the view message option with his thumb.


    The words died on his lips.


    Story in tiny white panties and high heels, wearing a skin-tight Mets jersey short enough to reveal her taut, sun-kissed stomach. Blond hair in a tangled cloud around her face, her expression very clearly saying, “Come and get me, big boy.”


    “Class dismissed.”


    No one moved.


    Daniel cleared his throat, which currently felt about as tight as his uniform pants. In his current state, he wouldn’t be able to move from behind the lectern until the classroom emptied. Sweat beaded his brow as the officers exchanged confused glances with one another. Daniel couldn’t care less what they thought. His sole mission at this point was to get himself to Story’s location so he could peel off those little white panties and work out five days’ worth of frustration.


    He held up his cell phone, careful to keep the screen hidden. “I’m needed at an emergency. Either Detective Brooks or I will pick this back up next week. You’re free to go.”


    His words seemed to get through this time, but it felt like an eternity while each of them shuffled out of the room. He even made a show of gathering his paperwork as if he was in a hurry to leave. When the final officer exited, leaving the room empty, Daniel dialed Story’s number.


    “Hi, Daniel.”


    God, how had he gone so long without hearing her say his name? His already-insistent erection swelled painfully at the husky tone of her voice. “Where are you?”


    His abrupt question seemed to throw her. In the background, he heard a door clicking shut. “Hayden’s apartment. Locked in her bathroom, actually. Why?”


    Thank God. She’d answered his unspoken question of who the hell had taken the picture. “You send me a picture of yourself looking like a Playboy pinup, in a Mets jersey no less, and have to ask me why?”


    “A bet’s a bet.” A soft exhalation of breath. “I also sent it so you’d give in and call me.”


    “It worked.” Daniel groaned, so unbelievably turned on he could barely form sentences. Unable to resist, he reached down and rubbed the heel of his hand against his weighty arousal. “What were you thinking of in that picture?”


    “You,” she answered shakily, “and me.”


    “Good, baby. What were we doing?”


    Her breath came faster next to his ear. “I thought about the time…the time we were in the stairwell at the hospital. Only this time…” She hesitated.


    “This time what?” Daniel urged. “Tell me.”


    “We didn’t stop. When those people started arguing below. We kept going.”


    Jesus. Daniel couldn’t believe the lack of restraint behind her words. His girl had a thing for being bad in public and it delighted the hell out of him. He’d never been so hot and ready in his life. The need grew too urgent. Too insistent. He couldn’t wait. His fingers closed around the zipper of his fly and drew it down, causing him to grit his teeth as the pressure fell away, leaving no barrier between himself and his hand. He stroked himself, biting his bottom lip at the simultaneous agony and bliss.


    “Are you still wearing those flimsy white panties?”


    “Yes,” Story breathed.


    “Good. I need you to reach inside and pet your clit for me. Gently, like I do it.” Daniel heard a soft moan on the other end of the line. He increased the pace of his own hand. “How does that feel, gorgeous?”


    “N-not as good as when you do it.”


    His eyes squeezed shut. “I’ll make up for it later. I promise.” He could already feel his body demanding release, but he held back. Just a little longer, until she could go over the edge with him. “Now tell me, what did I do to you in the stairwell? Did I fuck you, baby?”


    “Yes.”


    “But I did something else first, didn’t I?” Her gasp answered his question. “I think you pictured me kneeling between your thighs. Tell me I’m right.”


    “You’re right. How did…”


    “How did I know? Oh sunshine, I know so much about your body. For instance, I know you’re still petting yourself like I asked, but you need two fingers inside you now.”


    “I want. I want…” She broke off with a frustrated sob.


    “You want my permission? You have it.” Story whimpered and he imagined his own fingers taking the place of hers, sinking deep into her slick heat. A growl broke from his throat. He wouldn’t last much longer. “When I knelt down between your thighs in the stairwell, did I drape your legs over my shoulders and push you wide?” He couldn’t wait for her answer. “Yes, I did, baby. I wanted to see your pretty pussy.”


    Daniel listened through the phone as Story came, her muffled moans pushing him past his breaking point. He pictured himself, head locked between her thighs in the darkened stairwell, as she shook against his mouth in orgasm. Finally, his own release came, hot and thick in his hand. It seemed to go on forever, prolonged by Story’s husky cries in his ear.


    He felt shattered and rebuilt at the same time. They’d just made love through the phone, yet never had he felt closer to a woman. He ached to hold her, to feel her chest rise and fall as she recovered. To kiss her neck and feel the pulse racing underneath her delicate skin, knowing he was the one who’d sped it up. She would smile up at him and lock her hands behind his neck in that adorable way she did. His thoughts did nothing to calm his racing heart.


    Daniel eventually recovered enough to wedge the phone between his ear and shoulder and clean himself off. As he carefully zipped himself back into his pants, he realized he couldn’t recall how much time had passed since they’d spoken. “Story, you there?”


    “Mmm-hmm,” she answered drowsily.


    Relief moved through him. “I need to see you.” He heard pounding on the other end. Someone’s voice, Hayden’s presumably, yelled something.


    “Be right out,” Story called back before answering him. “I can’t tonight. I’m leaving in a few minutes to go out with Hayden. Her parents are throwing a party at the Soho Grand.”


    No way could he pass another night without her. “Tell Hayden I’m coming.”


    He heard a door open, then Story’s soft voice once more. “Hayden, Daniel says he’s coming.”


    “Ugh, too much information,” her friend responded.


    “Coming to the party, you ass.”


    “Oh. Fine. I’ll have Mom put his name on the list.”


    Story finally came back on the line. He could hear the smile in her voice and his own mouth quirked up in response. “Okay, Daniel. I’ll see you in a while.”


    “Looking forward to it, sunshine.”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Story leaned against the polished bar of the elegant, candlelit Club Room, wondering if anyone would notice if she decided to go barefoot. The pain being inflicted by the four-inch heels she’d borrowed from Hayden were distracting her from a very pleasant conversation that included herself and two young women, acquaintances of Hayden. Of course, upon arriving, Hayden had been commandeered by her mother to be introduced to every eligible gentleman in the room, leaving Story to her own devices.


    She’d been pleasantly surprised when the women, Cora and Allison, had included her in their conversation at the bar, and two martinis later, she’d agreed to meet them for lunch later in the week. If she was still in New York, that is. Jack’s doctor had called her this morning and passed on the news that her father would be discharged in two days’ time. Her decision to get Jack settled and return to California had been so clear this morning, until her earlier phone call with Daniel.


    Her decision to get on a plane and fly away didn’t seem quite so clear anymore.


    After not hearing his voice for so long, she couldn’t deny the overwhelming sense of relief she’d felt simply speaking to him. What ensued after that…well, she still couldn’t quite believe her own shameless behavior. Excitement danced through her at the thought of seeing him tonight, seeing the knowledge of what they’d done just hours ago in his eyes. She wished he’d hurry.


    Story didn’t want to waste another minute of her time in New York pretending what she felt for Daniel was merely a product of emotional upheaval brought on by her breakup. She’d never felt so connected with another person before, and they’d only just met. What would develop between them if she gave it some time?


    She’d told him the night of the baseball game that he didn’t seem like the one-woman type. If she could take her statement back now, she would. One, because she couldn’t stop thinking about the hurt on his face as the words left her mouth. Two, because there were no guarantees in any relationship. She’d learned that nugget of truth by playing it safe and dating a straitlaced doctor who ate the same boring lunch every day of his life.


    Daniel could hurt her. If she agreed to give them a try, she would be taking an emotional risk. However, the alternative was to disregard her feelings and run away like a coward. And she was finished being a coward.


    For the next two days, until Jack’s release from the hospital, she would allow herself to consider the idea. Story imagined the things Daniel would do to convince her and felt her cheeks heat.


    Allison raised her eyebrows. “Well, something clearly more interesting than this conversation is going on in your mind. Would you like to share with the rest of the class?”


    Story’s flush deepened. What had they been discussing? Lost in her riotous thoughts, she’d forgotten to follow the conversation.


    “Only one thing makes a woman blush like that.” Cora laughed. “A man.”


    She sipped her martini to hide her smile. In front of her, Allison’s and Cora’s drinks paused halfway to their mouths. Their eyes were trained on something just beyond her right shoulder, toward the entrance. Several other women at the bar paused in their own conversation. Around her, Story felt the energy in the room shift and knew Daniel had arrived.


    She placed her drink on the bar and turned. He stood just inside the foyer, handing his sports jacket to an attendant, covetous brown eyes focused on her. At once, she felt blasted in heat. Awareness raced across her skin. The loose dress suddenly felt too tight, every place it made contact with her skin tingling and sending shock waves along her nerve endings. Her throat went dry. Her pulse pounded. She fought the urge to go to him in the foyer. Push him back out the door so they could go somewhere and be alone.


    Daniel wore all black, from his dress shirt down to his buffed shoes. Somehow he managed to look fresh from the shower and a little dirty at the same time, a day’s worth of scruff covering his jaw. When he started toward her at the bar, he moved with such sensual purpose that Story saw a woman begin fanning herself at the bar. He looked hungry. He looked determined. And he was there for her.


    She picked up her drink off the bar and drained it.


    Without removing his gaze from hers, he took her hand and brought it to his lips. Instead of kissing her knuckles, as she’d been expecting, he turned her hand over and openmouth-kissed the inside of her wrist. That time, she clearly heard Allison and Cora moan under their breaths behind her. Daniel didn’t show any reaction, appearing oblivious to anything besides her.


    “I missed you,” he whispered against her wrist.


    “I missed you, too,” Story responded breathlessly.


    Daniel lowered her hand from his mouth and kept hold of it between them. “Did you? For a while there, I wasn’t so sure.”


    “You could have called me anytime and found out for yourself.”


    He played with her fingers. “I’m here now.”


    “I noticed.” She smiled. “So did everyone else.”


    Still, he didn’t look away, but leaned closer to talk softly against her lips. “I only want you noticing me. And I want to be the only one noticing you. Which you’re making incredibly difficult looking as beautiful as you do tonight.”


    “My feet hurt,” she blurted.


    He laughed and kissed her lips, lingering there before pulling back. “I’ll make it better.” His voice had dropped deeper in pitch and Story felt an answering pull in her belly.


    “Daniel?”


    “Yes, Story?”


    “Can we go now?”


    Lips twitching, he started to answer just as Hayden sidled up to the bar and blew out a frustrated breath. “I swear, my mother is going to start a petition to bring back arranged marriage just to get me to the altar before I’m thirty.”


    Daniel signaled the bartender, looking amused by her friend. “Hi, Hayden.”


    “Hey, Daniel.” Hayden glanced down at their joined hands, then back up at Daniel. “So I guess this means we’re no longer phone buddies?”


    Story frowned, splitting a look between them. “Phone buddies?”


    Hayden laughed at Daniel’s uncomfortable expression. “Relax. I think the fact that you called to check on Story will probably earn you points.”


    As Hayden’s words registered, she looked back at a nervous-looking Daniel. “You did that?” He nodded once, then turned to order a round of drinks from the bartender. She turned to Hayden. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    She nodded toward Daniel. “He just wanted to make sure you weren’t going out alone at night. Didn’t think you’d like him being so overprotective.”


    “Wrong.”


    “I know. So wrong. But I promised.”


    “Next time, please break your promise.”


    Hayden turned serious, reaching out to touch her arm. “Story, he’s a really good guy. Don’t let there be a next time. Okay?”


    “I’m thinking about it.”


    Her friend’s smirk shifted back into place. “Good. Earth mother, out.” She picked up the fresh drink Daniel had slid in front of her and saluted them. “Duty calls. You kids be good.”


    “Thanks, Hay.” With a wink, her friend disappeared back through the crowd. Story took a sip of the drink Daniel offered her and peered up at him over the rim. Underneath his handsome exterior, she could see he was tired, the lines around his mouth more pronounced than usual. “If you wanted to check on me, you should have just come over.”


    Daniel gave her a look. “You know what would’ve happened if I came over. It would have defeated the purpose of what we talked about.”


    “Then what changed?”


    “Come with me,” he said, after a slight hesitation.


    He took her drink, placed it on the bar, then led her through the crowded room toward the terrace. When they walked through the double doors into the balmy night air, one other couple occupied the stone balcony smoking, but they finished their cigarettes and returned inside a moment later. Daniel steered her toward a wrought iron bench and sat, then pulled her into his lap. Story wrapped her arms around his neck.


    “Hi,” she whispered. “Did we really do that earlier over the phone?”


    “Unless it was an incredibly vivid dream,” he answered drily. “I’ve been having a lot of those starring you lately.”


    “Have you?” Story leaned forward and kissed his lips softly. “Tell me what changed your mind about staying away.”


    Daniel sighed. Reaching down, he slipped off her high heels and set them aside. His hand returned a moment later to run a thumb firmly up the arch of her sore foot. Startled by the action and how good it felt, Story gave an embarrassingly loud moan.


    “How does that feel?”


    “Like you’re trying to distract me.”


    Daniel laughed. “Do you want me to stop?”


    “God, no. If you stop, I’ll kill you.”


    He studied her face for a moment as if memorizing it, then his expression turned serious. “You wanted to know why I changed my mind about staying away.” He looked away. “It’s pretty simple. I’ll take you any way I can get you.”


    Daniel’s thumb circled the ball of her foot, and she bit her lip at the pleasure. “Meaning?”


    “Meaning, I’m not going to waste another minute of the time I have with you. The last five days have been hell.” His hand slid up to cup her ankle, and his penetrating gaze met hers once more. “Come home with me tonight.”


    “You don’t even have to ask,” she murmured.


    “Yes, I do. I would never take you for granted.” He switched to the other foot, laughing when her eyes rolled back in her head. “Although now that I know your weakness, maybe I can convince you to stay on the East Coast with the promise of free foot massages.”


    She finally gave in, letting a gasp of enjoyment escape her lips. “It just might work.”


    His hand froze for a second before continuing. “Don’t tease me.”


    “I’m sorry.” With her hand, she turned his face toward hers. It hovered on the tip of her tongue that she didn’t feel so certain about leaving New York, but she hesitated. “Daniel, take me home. For tonight, let’s just pretend I’m not leaving and we’ve got all the time in the world.”


    He considered her. “I’m not sure I can do that, but I’ll try. For you.”


    She stood and slipped her shoes back on with a grimace. “I’ll go say good-bye to Hayden and her mom. Meet you by the bar.”


    Familiar hunger swirled in his eyes. “Hurry.”


    Story nodded and hurried off. After five minutes of searching, she found Hayden and her mother sitting on a chaise lounge, deep in conversation with an older gentleman, her friend’s eyes practically glazing over with boredom. She signaled her with a wave.


    “Hey, we’re taking off.” She leaned down and kissed Hayden on the cheek. Her mother didn’t pause in her speech, but nodded in acknowledgment at Story. “Thanks for everything. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


    “Sure, sure. Leave me here to rot while you get your freak on with Mr. Wonderful.”


    “I love you.”


    “You should.” She gave her a push. “Bye.”


    “Bye.” Turning in the direction of the bar, she searched for Daniel’s tall figure among the crowd and saw him standing at the bar, talking to someone. As she neared, she saw that a woman stood close enough that she brushed against Daniel. The woman, dark-haired and willowy, appeared to be a little older than Story. In a strapless white cocktail dress, she looked cool and perfect. Like fancy hotel parties were a part of her everyday agenda.


    Unable to see Daniel’s face, she watched as the woman ran a hand down the front of his shirt, smiling up at him flirtatiously. Story felt her heart sink to her stomach, and tears sprang to her eyes. But something urged her closer. Feeling like her insides had been hollowed out, she sidestepped a group of women and Daniel’s face came into view. His eyes were not on the woman, but furiously scanning the room. For her? He looked uncomfortable, backing away from the woman and saying something Story couldn’t hear.


    Standing so close, the two made a beautiful couple. It became painfully obvious to Story then that they’d been intimate at some point in the past. The knowledge felt like a punch to the gut.


    These are the kinds of women he normally dates, she thought. The same kind of woman Fisher left me for. Classy, well connected…beautiful. She could barely stand being in high heels longer than an hour. Until now, Story hadn’t realized the women she’d been picturing as Daniel’s conquests were loud and trashy with bad dye jobs. She should have known he would attract women like this instead. Women with whom she’d been unconsciously competing for Fisher. And now Daniel. Only this time, she didn’t think she could survive losing.


    Every instinct told her to turn and run. Run away from what she was seeing. Go back to California and pretend none of it ever happened.


    But then Daniel’s eyes met hers, a dozen emotions flickering in their depths. Relief, desire, apology, dread. And then, for just a brief second, she saw shame. Not shame as though he’d behaved inappropriately. No, he clearly couldn’t be more relieved to see her. Quite possibly, he even needed rescuing from the woman in white. She read shame over what he’d done in the past. Of her bearing witness to something she wasn’t meant to see.


    That made her mind up. Whether or not she’d consciously made the decision, she’d made Daniel hers in her mind long before now. He meant something to her. She wanted to belong to him, too. And if they had a chance in hell, she needed to get thicker skin. This probably wouldn’t be the last time a woman from his past popped up, but what she chose to do now would determine how she handled it in the future. She could either run away crying or go get her man. She chose the latter.


    Taking a deep, fortifying breath, she started toward them. Daniel held an arm out, his eyes begging for understanding.


    She slid into his side in time to hear him say, “Here she is. This is my—”


    “Girlfriend. Story.” She smiled and extended her hand out to the brunette. “It’s nice to meet you.”


    Dutifully, the woman shook Story’s hand, but didn’t return her smile. “Wow. Daniel Chase has a girlfriend. I honestly didn’t believe it. You deserve some kind of a medal, hon.”


    Turns out a nice outfit doesn’t mean class. “I don’t need a medal. I’ve got him.” She reached down and took Daniel’s hand. Their eyes met, his filled with astonished gratitude. “Ready to head home, trail mix?”


    “Ready, sunshine.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Daniel watched Story from across the taxi’s leather seat as they weaved in and out of traffic on the FDR Drive. She’d rolled down her window, allowing the warm night air to rush in and blow blond hair around her face. Streetlights illuminated her briefly as they passed underneath, giving him flashes of her face in the darkened cab.


    They hadn’t spoken since leaving the party, but thankfully their joined hands rested on the seat between them. She hadn’t let go of him once since the unfortunate encounter with his past at the bar. Daniel gripped her fingers like a lifeline. Without the simple connection, he felt like she could disappear at any moment.


    He’d been granted a stay of execution. He knew how difficult it must have been for her, seeing him with someone he’d obviously slept with. If he ever saw Story with an ex-boyfriend, he would never have been able to swallow the jealousy long enough to be the bigger man. Especially if the faceless prick had the nerve to touch her.


    Despite his requests for the woman to back off, she’d completely disregarded his words. She’d actually laughed at him, thinking he was joking. And could he really blame her? He didn’t recall the when and how of their association, but she probably had every right to assume he would go home with her, no questions asked. She couldn’t have known how drastically he’d changed. That one woman ruled his every thought and action.


    He’d been on the verge of walking away, giving up on any attempt to be polite. Before he could make his move, he’d seen Story watching them and thought, “That’s it. It’s over. I fucked this up before it even began and hurt her in the process.”


    Debating on the quickest way to catch her when she inevitably turned and ran for the elevator, he’d been shocked when instead she’d swooped in and claimed him. I don’t need a medal. I’ve got him. Daniel would never forget that moment if he lived for a hundred years. Within the space of a minute, he’d gone from feeling like the lowest possible life form to champion of the world. Someone who might be worthy of her. She’d made him feel wanted in a way he wasn’t accustomed. Now that she’d referred to herself as his girlfriend, he didn’t know how he could live without hearing it every day. Did he have a choice?


    Story turned toward him now, hair billowing around her beautiful face and lights dancing in her eyes. Her lips stretched into a broad, reassuring smile and Daniel’s heart stuttered before kicking up a faster pace in his chest.


    He’d fallen for this girl. The realization felt like pain and perfection at once. How do people live their lives feeling like this, day in and day out? Like your next breath depends on another person’s happiness? She’s torture and heaven all wrapped up in one forbidden package.


    And she’ll leave you.


    Hadn’t he known better than this? If his childhood had taught him anything, it was that wanting something inevitably led to disappointment. Somehow that lesson had utterly deserted him when it came to Story, because he wanted her with every goddamn bone in his body.


    Certain she could read every thought on his face, Daniel quickly turned away. Declarations threatened to burst from his mouth, but he knew it would be too soon. Story wanted to pretend that she wouldn’t be leaving when Jack recovered. As though tonight was any regular night between them. And after what she’d done for him back at the party, he would do anything she asked of him. If he revealed how deeply his feelings for her ran, it might push her away.


    She squeezed his hand. “What are you thinking about?”


    If she only knew. “You were on the verge of running away back at the party. I saw it on your face. What changed your mind?” When Story didn’t answer for long moments, Daniel turned to meet her serious eyes.


    “You,” she replied simply.


    The cab pulled up in front of his building then, saving him from having to speak around the knot wedged in his throat. He paid the driver and minutes later, they stood outside his apartment door. It felt surreal, having her there when he’d done nothing but wish for her presence over the course of the week.


    When they walked inside, Daniel stood at the entrance and watched Story wander around his living room. This apartment had been his first permanent home after graduating from the academy. He’d placed furniture, rugs, and photographs exactly where he wanted them and kept the space ruthlessly clean in appreciation of having a place to call his own. Something he’d always wanted, but never expected. Kind of like Story. Now, he tried to see it through her eyes, hoping she liked what she saw.


    Daniel watched as her hand trailed over the back of his couch. He wanted that hand on him, starting on his belly and inching its way lower. Having her in his apartment, among his things, was turning him on. Without removing his attention from her, he made a quick mental calculation of how many surfaces on which he could have her. When she rested her hands on the windowsill and leaned forward to get a look at the river, her dress rode up the backs of her thighs. He bit down hard on his tongue to keep from groaning.


    Story must have sensed the shift in his energy because she turned from the window. He thought he might have heard her breath catch as her eyes landed on his face. “It’s a nice view.”


    “Stunning,” Daniel agreed. He tossed his keys on the kitchen counter and went toward her. “What about the rest of it?”


    She looked around. “It feels like a home. I think I expected to see Mets pennants on the wall. Or maybe a painting of dogs playing poker.”


    “Oh, I have one. It’s in the bedroom.” Her easy laughter rolled through him. Touching her couldn’t wait any longer. Daniel grasped her around the waist and lifted her onto the windowsill, watching as the dress climbed up her legs and left them almost completely bare. His hands skimmed down the outside of her smooth thighs, over her knees and down to her feet. He slipped her heels off and let them drop to the floor, laughing when she whimpered in relief. “I want you to be comfortable here. No sore feet on my watch.” He leaned forward and kissed the skin beneath her ear. “And hopefully I won’t wake you up this time with a nightmare.”


    She stiffened against him. “Daniel, it’s okay to have nightmares. I understand.”


    Daniel’s hands ceased their movement and he pulled back to study her. He read people for a living. Something about the way she said those words, with a slight hitch in her voice, tipped him off. “What do you understand?”


    Her expression was a mixture of sympathy and anxiety, most likely over his reaction. “I know…I know what the nightmares are about. The morning after you had the nightmare, Jack made a comment about your childhood preparing you for hostage negotiation…and I was curious, after the things you said in your sleep. It’s not Jack’s fault. I shouldn’t have pried like that.”


    He zeroed in on one thing she’d said. “What did I say in my sleep?”


    Story hesitated, looked away. “Nora. You kept repeating the name Nora.”


    As always, the mention of his foster sister sent a jolt through his nervous system. He still thought of Nora every day, but it felt different somehow to have her name was spoken aloud. It made his life’s biggest failure feel that much more real. And now Story knew. Or had known for days. The final piece of himself he’d been capable of hiding from her melted away until he stood in front of her completely defenseless. She knew about his past with women, his horrible upbringing. He had nothing left to hide from her. Yet, knowing all his flaws and shortcomings, she was still there with him.


    Daniel had one more question. He hated asking it, but her answer would be exceedingly important to him. The knot in his throat had returned, but he tried to speak around it. “Do you pity me, Story?”


    For the second time that night, she surprised him. “No. I pity the sixteen-year-old boy. Of course I do. How could I not?” Story rose from the windowsill and placed her hands on his chest. She waited until he met her eyes to continue. “But I don’t pity the man. The man took a tragedy and used it to give himself purpose. The man is magnificent.”


    Story’s pronouncement burned in his chest. Unable to respond or face the rush of emotions, he sank his hands in her hair and kissed her. Her head fell back, lips parting on a sigh that he savored on his tongue. He plastered her body against his, molding her curves to his contrasting hardness, the driving urge to pleasure her swaying him on his feet. His hands traced down her sides to grasp her hips, his intention to lift her against him and carry her to the bedroom, but he froze as her hands began working his belt buckle.


    He tore his mouth away. “No. I need to have you in my bed.”


    “You will.” She kissed his jaw as her hand slid inside the opening of his pants. Daniel groaned as her hand found his erection, her fingers gripping him firmly. Perfectly. “But I need something first.”


    When Story sank to her knees in front of him, Daniel stopped breathing. Even as he tried to capture in his memory the image of her looking up at him with a swollen mouth and heavy-lidded eyes, he tried to stop her. “Baby, you don’t have to—”


    His protest died a quick death when she slowly licked the underside of his straining cock from root to tip, eyes closed in enjoyment as she did so. Every intention he’d had of stopping her evaporated from his mind and he gave himself over to the pleasure. When her mouth closed around him, a growl erupted from his throat and sweat broke out along his skin. He commanded himself to stay still and take whatever she gave him, but he couldn’t stop his hips from undulating ever so slightly toward the suction of her mouth.


    Daniel’s thoughts bled together, blurring his plans to go slow and communicate his feelings, if not with words then through actions. He’d wanted to show her a different side of himself. Make love to her. Prove he wasn’t completely ruled by the demands of his body. But her mouth was driving him wild. Every intention to hold back receded each time she drew on him with her lips and tongue.


    Reaching down, he fisted her hair in one hand. “Goddamn, you have an eager little mouth.”


    In response to his words, she hummed in the back of her throat, sending vibrations over his hard flesh. Daniel had to grit his teeth at the sensation. He watched as she squeezed her thighs together from her position at his feet and knew how wet she would be when it came time to slide inside her. Knowing she got that way by sucking him off would make it twice as sweet.


    Daniel felt the familiar tightening in his stomach. Muscles clenched, breath harshened. Coming in her mouth would be heaven, but it would be selfish and he wouldn’t allow himself the honor. Not as long as an ounce of need existed in her body. He released her hair and slipped from her mouth, mourning the loss so badly, he struggled with the urge to push himself back between her pink lips. But somehow, he found the willpower to help her to her feet and sweep her up into his arms. Then he turned and strode purposefully toward the bedroom.


    “I wanted to keep going,” she murmured against his neck, kissing and nipping the sensitive skin with her teeth. “Why did you make me stop?”


    Daniel bit back a groan and kicked open the door to his bedroom. “I’ll tell you why, gorgeous. Because I’m finally going to taste your pussy and I want to fucking ache while I do it. When I’m inside you tonight, I need to know I earned it.”


    When he reached the foot of his bed, he set her on her feet, then quickly undressed as she watched. She bit her bottom lip as he stripped, blue-green eyes heavy with want. Finally naked, he reached for the hem of her dress and pulled it off over her head until she stood before him in nothing but that white wisp of fabric she called panties.


    “Take them off.” He hooked a finger in the elastic and let it snap against her hip, making her whimper. “I’m keeping them.”


    Story slid the material down her legs before dutifully placing them in Daniel’s outstretched hand. She watched through glazed eyes as he walked to his dresser and placed them in the top drawer. Before he returned to her, he removed a condom from a box on the dresser and rolled it on.


    Daniel’s heart pounded noisily in his ears. He flashed back to the night before, when he’d lain in bed picturing her just like this, naked at the foot of his bed, desperate for him to satisfy her. The reality far outshined any fantasy. With moonlight spilling across her beautiful body, she looked like she’d stepped straight from his dreams. Except this time she was real and waiting for him to please her. The need to possess roared through him. She would remember tonight for the rest of her life if it killed him.


    He leaned forward and brushed his mouth against hers, trailing his fingers up her arms. She shivered and sank into the kiss, melting for him in the way he craved. He continued teasing her with featherlight caresses of her naked body until she moved closer, pressing into his hands and wordlessly asking for more.


    Daniel placed his hands on her shoulders and pushed her down onto the edge of the bed before dropping to the floor between her thighs. Anticipation rushed through him. Since that very first day at the hospital, he’d been yearning to taste her. He wanted to memorize every shiver, every cry of pleasure. With firm hands, he parted her knees wide.


    She gasped.


    With an effort, he dragged his gaze up from the juncture of her thighs, over her perfect, pink-tipped breasts to meet her eyes. “What is it?”


    Story’s hands clenched and unclenched on his comforter. “Nothing. I’ve just…I’ve never…”


    “Never?” Daniel’s mind reeled a second before desire, even more potent than before, slammed through him. Knowing he could claim her with his mouth, mark her in a way that no one else ever had, humbled and empowered him at the same time. For the first time in the last week, he actually felt grateful for his ample experience.


    Daniel dipped his head and kissed the inside of her knee. At the same time, his hands skimmed up her belly to her breasts, where he teased her stiff nipples with his thumbs. He continued his methodical motions until he felt the tension ebb from her body, her thighs relaxing open once more. Savoring the taste of her skin, he licked up the inside of one thigh before giving the other side the same treatment. When her hips began shifting on the bed, he knew she was ready for more.


    He hooked his hands beneath her knees and draped them over his shoulders. “Baby, you’re going to want to lie back for this.”


    …


    Story watched, nervous and impatient all at once, as Daniel’s dark head dipped between her thighs. She’d always wondered what this level of physical intimacy would feel like. Now she would finally find out. With Daniel. Her head tipped back on a sigh when his rough beard scraped the delicate skin just beneath her belly button, causing her stomach to quiver involuntarily.


    His mouth moved to her hip bone, scraping her skin with his teeth. “Knowing these tan lines are hiding underneath your clothes drives me fucking crazy.” His parted her with his fingers. “The sun has touched you everywhere else. But only I get to touch you here.”


    At the very first touch of his tongue, Story collapsed backward on the bed with a throaty moan. She felt a laugh vibrate in his throat before he continued circling her clitoris with small, circular strokes of his tongue. Mindlessly, she arched her hips off the bed, trying desperately to relieve the building pressure. Her hands sank into his hair, pulling him closer, pushing him away. She couldn’t form a decent thought to decide.


    When he pulled away, she shouted her denial. “Watch me. Open your eyes and watch me pleasure you, gorgeous.”


    Doing as he commanded, she became suffused with heat at the sight of Daniel tonguing her sensitive flesh, as if all her nerve endings had caught fire. It couldn’t last. Feeling this way much longer would definitely kill her. The shaking started in her thighs and shot straight through her middle until she writhed and whimpered, begging for the torture to end. Her stomach muscles tightened against the onslaught of feeling as the spasms overtook her. She heard herself shamelessly screaming Daniel’s name but was too caught up in the bliss to care.


    Story felt her legs being pushed up and back until her knees hovered just above her shoulders. Then Daniel thrust his entire length inside her, holding still and deep to prolong her orgasm. His mouth came down on hers, tongue licking into her mouth with a growl. Still shuddering from the powerful release he’d given her, she kissed him back eagerly.


    Shifting his hips, Daniel pulled back with a snarl. “How am I supposed to take my time when you’re tighter than a goddamn fist around my cock?”


    Desperate for him to move inside her, Story tightened the muscles cradling him inside her and delighted in seeing his eyes squeeze shut. His groan of agony thrilled her. “Who says you need to take your time? Move. Now, Daniel.” She hardly recognized her own voice.


    “Just remember you asked for it.” Daniel pulled out until just the thick head of his erection remained inside her body before driving back into her with enough force to propel her up the bed, toward the headboard. She locked her ankles around his neck and wrapped her fingers around the rail for leverage. Biting her lip to keep from screaming again, she used what limited movement she had to meet his advances with her hips.


    “Daniel. Daniel, please.” She fought the delicious tingling as it built once more, even as she reached for it in desperation. With a throaty cry, she turned and sank her teeth into his bicep.


    “Fuck yeah. Bite me, gorgeous. Mark up my whole body. I want everyone to know who I belong to. Who I get hard for. Just you, Story. Just you.”


    She came apart, moaning as the flesh between her thighs rippled around him. Daniel dropped his head into her neck and repeated her name over and over as he claimed his own release, his hips pumping rhythmically even after the shudders passed.


    She’d never felt more exhausted yet energized in her entire life. After what they’d just done, connecting with each other in a way she didn’t know was possible, she felt changed. Different. Still the same woman, but with new awareness. Tonight, they’d faced the demons from his past and come out on the other side stronger. Individually and…together. Yes, together. She wanted him beside her more than anything.


    When the time was right, she would shed her own secrets to Daniel. How she’d allowed herself to be walked all over by Fisher, staying in the relationship much longer than she should have. Without a doubt, she knew Daniel wouldn’t judge her. He would comfort and reassure her. She didn’t even have to question that.


    In her current blissed-out state, she wanted to jump up and down on the bed, shouting her feelings to anyone who would listen. Which hadn’t worked out so well for Tom Cruise. Better to play it safe and stick to the plan. Tonight, they were a normal couple and no big decisions needed to be made. Even if her heart had already made them for her.


    Long minutes passed, Daniel’s heavy body weighing her down into the soft comforter, as they caught their breath. Eventually, he realized he was crushing her and moved off her onto his side.


    Story blew out a shaky breath toward the ceiling. “Dude.”


    Beside her, Daniel’s body shook with silent laughter. “Did you really just say that?”


    She rolled over to face him, a catlike yawn stretching her face. “In California, the word dude has over a thousand different meanings. Dude, Duuuuuude, Dude! It all depends on your tone.”


    “All right. So in this case, what was your meaning?”


    “You couldn’t tell? I just paid you the highest dude compliment possible.” Daniel chuckled and pulled her close, where she snuggled into the heat of his body. For a while, she simply stayed quiet and enjoyed his fingers stroking down her spine until curiosity got the better of her. “I’ve been meaning to ask you something. Where were you earlier when you received my picture text?”


    Daniel leaned down and nipped her ear. “In a classroom full of uniforms giving a lecture. I had no choice but to dismiss them early. I’ll probably have some explaining to do about that tomorrow.”


    Story couldn’t contain the laughter that bubbled out of her. Picturing him trying to shoo a bunch of confused police officers out of a classroom was simply too humorous an image.


    Daniel pulled back to examine her expression. “Oh, you think it’s funny?”


    “Funny doesn’t begin to cover it.”


    He gave a thoughtful frown. “Honestly, I should be concerned that thirty aspiring detectives didn’t catch on to my problem. But it’s a good thing they didn’t or I’d be answering to Detective Woodie for the rest of my career.”


    Story buried her face in his chest to hide her smile. “There’s nothing to keep me from calling you that when we’re alone, though, is there?”


    “Try it and see what happens,” he warned.


    She used her most seductive voice. “Will Detective Woodie be reporting for duty tonight?”


    Despite his threat, Story felt his body respond to the change in her tone. “Okay, maybe I don’t mind it that much.”


    “Oh God,” she groaned. “We just named your penis. Honeymoon’s over.”


    With lightening quickness, Daniel rolled onto his back, bringing Story with him so she straddled his hips. Using one hand, he positioned his thickening erection beneath her and she gasped. “Nah, sunshine. I’m just getting warmed up.” His hips rolled, pushing him inside her, effectively putting an end to her laughter.


    Unable to think past the solid pressure deep within her, Story leaned forward to brace her palms against his chest, but pulled back with a gasp when she realized she’d placed weight on his wound. Daniel simply kissed her hand and brought it back to cover the imperfection on his flesh once more. The sweet gesture made her eyes cloud with tears. Giving into impulse, she leaned forward and kissed the wound.


    With a choked noise, Daniel rolled them over on the mattress. “Honest to God, Story. The bullet didn’t kill me, but the way you make me feel might.”

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Story gave up on repressing the goofy smile spreading across her face as she packed her bags on the floor of Jack’s spare room. However, just having left six foot three inches of rock-hard man lying in a tangle of sheets, begging her for one more hour with her body, she suspected a goofy smile was more than acceptable.


    Looking down with a dreamy sigh, she realized she’d been folding the same shirt for ten minutes. She gave up and went to make some coffee.


    Jack would be discharged from the hospital tomorrow and she wanted to be out of the apartment by then. They might have jumped over some emotional hurdles since she’d arrived in New York, but living with Jack was another story altogether. She had it on good authority that her father still dated frequently, and walking in on him engaged in a passionate moment would probably afflict her with temporary blindness.


    An hour later, she’d managed to remove all traces of her stay from the spare bedroom and nourish herself with a decent breakfast of eggs and toast. She showered and threw on a blue summer dress before dragging her suitcases to the living room to be picked up later. Then she left the building to walk the twelve blocks to the hospital.


    She’d come to an important decision last night, long before Daniel took her back to his apartment and blew her mind until morning. She was staying for the summer. The night Fisher broke up with her, she’d shed her passive nature and vowed never to look back. In just one week, she’d gone a long way in accomplishing that goal. Becoming that person. A person who decided she wanted something and took it. Someone who didn’t let other people govern her decisions or tell her how to live. She could go back to California as her newly confident self, vowing never to return to her old ways.


    But Daniel wouldn’t be there. People, namely her mother, would call her crazy for taking a chance on a man she’d only known a week. It was a little crazy. But it would be crazier to walk away when she felt this way. As agreed, they hadn’t spoken about her leaving at all last night. And this morning, Daniel had seemed to be avoiding the topic, probably assuming she still planned on returning to the West Coast and wanting to avoid the unpleasant discussion. She couldn’t wait to surprise him tonight with her actual decision.


    But first, she needed to make things right with Jack. She didn’t want to start her relationship with Daniel by sneaking around behind her father’s back. If Daniel knew her plans for the morning, he would have insisted on coming with her, but she felt that the responsibility of telling Jack about their relationship lay with her. Her father thought Daniel was “just another jackass with a badge,” or so he’d put it. She wanted to make it clear to Jack just how wrong he’d been. Furthermore, she felt the need to prove to Daniel the seriousness of her feelings. What better way to accomplish that than by telling Jack, the way he’d wanted to days earlier?


    Story came to a halt, surprised to find she’d almost bypassed the hospital because she’d been so deep in thought. Minutes later, she’d ridden the elevator to Jack’s floor and stood outside his room, garnering her courage for dropping the Daniel bombshell. With a final deep breath, she pushed open the door and stopped, surprised to find the object of her every thought that morning standing beside Jack’s bed. A slow grin broke across Daniel’s face when he saw her, turning her legs to jelly.


    “You’re here,” she blurted and his lips quirked in amusement.


    “It appears I am.” He gestured to stack of files piles spread out on the bed. “I had to drop off some paperwork to Jack.”


    Realizing just how familiar they sounded with each other and keenly aware of Jack’s sharp gaze on her face, she changed the subject. “I see you’ve made peace with the hospital food,” she commented to Jack, waving her hand at the empty hospital tray near the window. She walked farther into the brightly lit room and set Jack’s coffee down on the bedside table, next to Daniel.


    Jack gave her quick, distracted smile. “Didn’t have much choice after you brought me gluten-free vegan cookies that tasted like sawdust.”


    He returned his attention to the paperwork, giving Story the opportunity to look up at Daniel, whose eyes she’d felt following her though the room. Freshly shaven and wearing a black sports coat and jeans with a badge clipped at his waist, he looked every inch the hotshot hostage negotiator. Far different from the naked and rumpled man she’d left just hours before, but equally sexy.


    “So what are your plans now that I’m coming home? You know, you’re more than welcome to stay as long as you want,” Jack said, breaking into her thoughts. Her father still hadn’t looked up from the documents spread out on his lap, for which she was grateful. He didn’t see their mutual reaction to his casually posed question.


    Her gaze connected with Daniel to see hope and dread fighting a battle on his face. Even if she’d wanted to tell Jack first, then later inform Daniel of her decision in private, she couldn’t put it off any longer. Couldn’t stand leaving him with an ounce of doubt for one more second.


    “Well, actually, I was thinking of staying for a while—”


    “Story!”


    The familiar voice sent a jolt of shock through her system. Three sets of eyes swung toward the door where Fisher, her ex-fiancé, stood looking wild-eyed and desperate. His usually impeccable appearance gone, he looked as though he’d slept in the same clothes for days.


    “Fisher?” she croaked. “What are you doing here?”


    His sharp focus on her, he walked into the room, stopping just a few feet from where she and Daniel stood. “I made a mistake. I should never have ended things with you.”


    Daniel had stiffened beside her upon Fisher being identified. Now, at her ex-fiancé’s declaration, he took a quick step forward as if he might go for Fisher’s throat. Without thinking, she reached down and took his hand to reassure him. And hold him back. She felt off-balance and his warm grip did wonders to steady her. It felt like she was dreaming, because surely her ex-fiancé hadn’t just walked in as she’d been on the verge of announcing her feelings for Daniel to her father. Things like that only happened in romantic comedies. Or horror movies.


    “You need to turn around and get the hell out of my room,” Jack thundered from behind her.


    “I second that,” Daniel ground out.


    “Okay, everyone relax.” She breathed deeply to calm her nerves. “Fisher, I don’t know what you’re trying to accomplish here, but flying three thousand miles was a waste of time and money. We’re not getting back together.”


    “Please. You need to hear me out.”


    “No, she doesn’t,” Jack and Daniel said at the same time.


    Story finally looked up at Daniel. Eyes trained on Fisher, he looked furious, but she sensed an underlying panic as well. She tugged his hand until he gave her his attention and tried to communicate with her eyes that everything would be all right. That she wasn’t going anywhere. It only seemed to ease his discomfort fractionally.


    She stood on her toes to whisper against his ear. “Hey, this doesn’t change anything. Come back to me.”


    “So you’re the guy she’s with now?” Fisher took a step toward them. “Does it bother you that she was my fiancé a week ago?”


    Daniel’s head whipped around. “Call her yours again and I’ll send you back to California in a full body cast.”


    His threat gave Fisher momentary pause, but he quickly recovered. “I have to say, Story, I’m a little surprised by your taste in men. But I will forgive you for this, under the circumstances.”


    “Forgive me?” she sputtered. “Oh my God, would now be a weird time to take up smoking cigarettes?”


    “See, that’s what I miss so much.” Fisher sighed. “Your humor.”


    “Nope, definitely need something stronger than a cigarette,” Story muttered. Likely sensing her distress, she felt Daniel’s restraint slipping. Jack cursed under his breath over her shoulder. The sooner she got the three men separated, the better. “Fisher, you’re upsetting my father and he’s not in the best of health. As a doctor, you should know how unwise that is. Say what you came to say, please, and leave.”


    He nodded. “Let’s talk in private.”


    “Not a fucking chance,” Daniel’s snapped.


    With very little emotion in his voice, Jack said, “You can tell her in front of me. It’s not as if it’ll come as a surprise.”


    Before Story could comprehend her father’s cryptic comment, Fisher turned to her. “It’s not like I didn’t try to get a hold of you. When you wouldn’t take my calls, I finally contacted Jack. He was more than happy to tell me you’d met someone else and not to bother contacting you again. But you need to hear an explanation, dammit.”


    Daniel and Story gaped at Jack. “You knew?” they both asked Jack.


    Jack let out a withering sigh. “Yes, I knew.” When they continued to stare at him, he shrugged. “Hello? Jack Brooks, detective first-grade and expert on human behavior here.”


    Patience hanging by a thread, Story employed the method she used with her kindergartners and dealt with one problem at a time. She filed Jack’s bombshell away for later examination and focused on her ex-fiancé once more. “What explanation could there possibly be, Fisher? You met someone else. There’s no need to rehash this.”


    “Yes, there is.” He appeared to steel himself. “I lied to you. There never was anyone else. I only told you I’d started seeing Diana because I knew you’d demand an explanation for calling off the wedding. And I couldn’t tell you the real reason.”


    Story felt like she’d just stepped off a carnival ride. A little dizzy with a hint of needing to vomit. She sensed something scary on the horizon and didn’t want to face it. What would possess someone to lie and damage the feelings of another person like that? Someone they were supposed to love?


    “Continue,” she managed.


    “I told you they made me an attending physician last year, but the board thought I needed one more year in residency.” Fisher rubbed his palms on the outside of his pants, his boyish face somewhat sheepish. “I only wanted to give you the best of everything. I wanted you to be proud of me. So I spent too much money, fell into some financial trouble, and no matter how many hours I worked, I couldn’t catch up.” He gestured toward Jack. “Then one day I got a call from your father. Somehow he knew about my continued residency, the debt, everything. And he…he offered me money to call off the wedding.”


    It felt as though all the air had been sucked from the room, leaving none for her to breathe. Her brain tried to make sense of the words coming out of Fisher’s mouth, then rearrange them so they meant something different. Anything besides their actual meaning. She didn’t want to believe him, because it would mean she’d been suckered into believing an elaborate lie. An unnecessary one, at that. Had he known so little about her that he thought she needed fancy dinners and expensive gifts to be happy? Those things meant nothing to her.


    Jack paying Fisher to break their engagement…surely such a horrible thing couldn’t possibly be true. While her mother had always characterized Jack as a controlling man—someone who thought his influence was required in every situation—this transcended anything she could have imagined.


    “I was on the verge of bankruptcy. You know what that would mean for my career. It felt like I had no other choice. I’m so sorry.”


    It all made sense now. The abruptness of their breakup. Fisher’s constant stress. His need to work around the clock. And yet, she felt more anger over Jack’s betrayal than any of that. He’d gone behind her back and rearranged her life without consulting her once.


    She turned to her father, but he averted his eyes, confirming Fisher’s story. “Seriously, Dad?” Disbelief colored her tone.


    “It’s complicated.”


    “I’ll try to keep up.”


    Jack released a long, weary sigh. “This heart attack didn’t come as a surprise. My doctor had been telling me to slow down. That I was at risk. It was a wake-up call.” He gestured toward Fisher. “I wanted to make sure you would be taken care of if something happened. I couldn’t let you marry someone like him.”


    A hysterical sound sprang from her throat. “Oh, really? Did you have someone else in mind?” As soon as the question left her mouth, the answer flattened her like a falling piano. The last week passed through her mind in a series of flashbacks. Jack asking Daniel to drive her home that first day. Jack recommending she try Quincy’s Pub on a night Daniel conveniently was present. Jack’s insistence that she attend the Mets game with Daniel. Jack texting them both to come to the hospital, then sending them out together to get his breakfast.


    He’d been matchmaking. She’d been…match-made. All this week, she’d felt like she was finally coming into her own. Making decisions for herself. Doing what felt right, not simply what people expected of her. Instead, she’d been manipulated. By someone she trusted. Pain and embarrassment soured her stomach.


    Daniel looked at her with growing concern. “Story?”


    “Did you know?” she croaked out.


    His eyebrows drew together. “Know what?”


    She glanced at Jack, but his gaze was locked on Daniel. “He’s been pushing us together this entire time. I can’t believe I didn’t see it. I can’t believe you didn’t see it.”


    “No,” Daniel said, shaking his head briskly. “He told me to stay away from you. He told me to keep my hands off of y—” He dropped heavily into a chair and covered his face with his hands. “Oh, holy shit.”


    “About time, Danny,” Jack commented drily. “I thought your time with me had been completely wasted. We covered reverse psychology on day one.”


    “Reverse…” Story trailed off, the full scope of the situation hitting her. Her stomach rolled as though she might be sick. Her horrified gaze sought Daniel’s, but he merely looked stunned by what he’d learned. “This whole thing between us…it was just you wanting something you couldn’t have.”


    His entire body jerked, disbelief blanketing his features. “No. No.” He shot to his feet and cradled her face in his hands. “I was done the second I saw you. Done. How we got here is just details.”


    Fisher spoke behind her, his voice vibrating with intensity. “We’re both just victims here, Story. I made a huge mistake and I’m taking responsibility for it. I’m giving Jack back the money. We can work through this together.”


    Daniel’s spoke through clenched teeth. “Stop talking to her.”


    I need to get out of this room. Away from the three men in her life, or she would suffocate. Feelings of betrayal, disillusionment, and pain whirled inside her until she felt numb inside. She blinded herself to anything besides getting out of the hospital room and to the elevator, having no idea where she would go once she got outside. Just somewhere she didn’t have to look at any of them.


    She’d almost made it to the door when Daniel’s hand banded around her elbow. In a voice ringing with emotion, he spoke low enough that only she could hear. “Don’t walk away from me. You know what’s between us is real. You know.”


    Even now, Story wanted to throw herself into his arms and draw on his strength. Instead, she yanked her arm away and kept walking, vaguely aware of Fisher following behind her. “Right now, I’m not sure I know anything…or anyone.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Daniel felt the knife twist in his gut as Story and her ex-fiancé disappeared into the elevator that would take her farther away from him. Somehow, in the last ten minutes he’d fallen from the highest high to the dark pit he currently resided in and he still wasn’t quite sure how it happened. She’d been on the verge of telling Jack about them. He still couldn’t quite believe it. With a smile on her face, she’d stood next to him as though she couldn’t be more proud to reintroduce him to her father. This time as her boyfriend.


    For that brief moment, he’d been the luckiest man on the planet. He’d thought, hell, if she believed he was good enough for her, maybe he’d start to believe it after a while. I’ll learn how to make her happy. How to be a boyfriend. How to handle the fact that he’d fallen in love.


    He couldn’t deny it any longer. Now that he knew what it felt like to watch her walk away, he knew for sure. God, he wished he’d realized it before now. Wished he’d told her. In his entire life, he’d never uttered those words to anyone else, and now they threatened to burst from his chest. If he’d told her how he felt, maybe she wouldn’t be doubting him now.


    Swallowing his desire to sprint down the stairs after her, he went back into the room to face Jack alone. The older man sat propped up in the bed, staring out the window of his room.


    Daniel fell into a chair by the door and leaned forward, hands clasped between his knees. They were silent for long moments while Daniel gathered his thoughts. “You must not have very much confidence in me,” he finally said. “Telling me to stay away from your daughter, all the while knowing I couldn’t. Knowing I would fail.”


    Jack turned to him, surprise evident on his face. “You still haven’t grasped the point, have you? I have every confidence in you. You didn’t fail.”


    “I’ve about had it with mind games for the day. Just be clear.”


    “Very well, spoilsport.” Daniel sent him an exasperated look that he ignored. “What I said before earlier is true. I wanted Story happy and secure in case I knocked off early.”


    He snorted. “And that involved blackmailing her doctor fiancé to break their engagement, then sending her my way. Who, as you put it, has a fucked-up track record with women?”


    “Ah, you were listening.” Jack shifted on the bed. “I might have gotten a little carried away with that last part. You know how I get when I’m on a roll.”


    Daniel gave a quick shake of his head. “I’m sorry. I still don’t get it. You can’t actually want her with me.” Daniel searched for the right words. “Story…lights everything up. Where I come from, the things I’ve seen and done…took something out of me. I don’t know how to be good like her.” He stood and paced to the window, looking out over the river.


    “You just made my point for me,” Jack said quietly. “Danny, you’re the only one with that ridiculously low opinion of yourself. I saw the way she looked at you before that little fucker came in and ruined everything. She sees something more in you.” He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “I…see something more in you.”


    Daniel turned away before Jack could see how his words affected him. No one, especially his mentor, had ever paid him such a high compliment. For so damn long, he’d looked in the mirror and seen someone broken. Someone who couldn’t be fixed. Was it really possible that others saw an entirely different man? Yes, he thought tentatively. If Jack and Story, the two people whose opinions counted the most, thought he could be salvaged, then he had to believe it, too. He wanted to believe it. Some of the pain he carried inside him withered and died, to be replaced with something that felt like hope. “Why the reverse psychology, then? You had to know from the first day it wasn’t necessary. I asked her out before we even walked into this room.”


    “Because,” he stressed, “If I’d come right out and told you I couldn’t think of a better man for my daughter, you would never have believed me. You had to realize it yourself. She had to make you realize it.”


    Jack was right. A week ago, he wouldn’t have thought himself capable of coming this far. She’d done it. Pulled him out of the darkness where he’d been living for so long. He couldn’t lose her now. Once again resisting the urge to chase her down, he questioned Jack. “So what was your plan? Break up the wedding and have a heart attack to get us together? Seems pretty risky even for you.”


    Jack chuckled. “I had a hunch if I got you two in the same room, the rest would take care of itself. And the second you walked in, I knew I was right.” He gestured toward the beeping heart monitor. “I didn’t realize the meeting would happen quite so soon. The heart attack was fortuitous.”


    “And you just referred to a heart attack as fortuitous.” His eyes narrowed on the older man. “You sent those flowers, didn’t you? And forcing Story to give me Hayden’s number…?”


    “Nice touch, right? I’m sure it came in handy, too.” Jack stuck a pillow behind his head. “Now why the hell did you let her leave with that whelp?”


    “I didn’t exactly have a choice, thanks to you.” Daniel ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “After she found out she’d been moved around like a pawn on a chessboard all week, me telling her what to do wouldn’t have ended pretty.”


    Jack shrugged, but Daniel could see his self-satisfaction beginning to slip. “You met the kid, can you blame me for what I did?”


    “That’s not the issue here. She’s upset because you went behind her back, didn’t give her a chance to come to the right conclusion about him.” He pegged the older man with a look. “And you didn’t give her enough credit to draw her own conclusions about me, either. Now she’s doubting her own judgment. So your plan backfired, didn’t it? You’re an expert negotiator, but you’re obviously not an expert on your daughter.”


    “Oh, and you’ve somehow become an expert on her in a week?”


    Daniel held up a hand. He wasn’t going anywhere near that question. “Look. If she’ll have me, our relationship will be ours. No interference from you. I won’t let you use me to control her. Or vice versa.” His hand came to rest on his chest. “You chose me for Story, and don’t get me wrong, I owe you a huge debt for bringing us together. But now you have to back off. Or we could both lose her.”


    The older man scowled. “Is it too late to change my mind about you?”


    “Yes.”


    “Well, then,” Jack snorted. “What the hell are you doing here still talking to me? Go get her.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Story stepped off the elevator into the hospital lobby, Fisher following close on her heels. As she speed-walked toward the street exit, she couldn’t stop seeing Daniel at the end of the hall as she’d left, staring after her. He’d looked so devastated she wanted to sob under the weight of the memory. Could she possibly be feeling this way if their relationship was a product of Jack’s meddling? It couldn’t be true when even now she wanted to run back to him, throw herself into his arms, and never let go.


    Fisher entered her line of vision, bringing her to a halt in the middle of the crowded lobby. “I came all this way, let’s at least discuss this.”


    Through the grief and confusion brought on by the last ten minutes, she found the strength to respond to her ex-fiancé. “There is nothing to discuss. You lied to me about so many things, I wouldn’t believe a word that came out of your mouth anyway. Jack might have been acting like an entitled jackass when he paid you that money, but you’re the one who accepted it.”


    “But I’m giving it back! No more lies, Story. I swear it. When I heard you’d come to New York, I realized what a mistake I’d made. I hated the thought of you so far away.”


    All his impassioned speech served to do was annoy her. “Let’s be honest for once, Fisher. We barely saw each other during the last year. We were just going through the motions. I changed during that time, but I didn’t realize it until this week when I got a little distance. I don’t think you know me anymore. I sure as hell didn’t know you were the kind of person who could accept a bribe to break up with me.” She sighed, suddenly weary. “I really hate saying this, but Jack probably did us a favor. It doesn’t excuse what he did, but we shouldn’t be married.”


    “You’re wrong. I’ve changed, too. Let me prove it.”


    “No, I’m right about this one. Good-bye, Fisher.”


    “This isn’t over.” He vowed, backing toward the exit. “I’m not giving up.”


    Story didn’t respond. Not wanting to encounter Fisher once again outside, she waited until he’d been gone five minutes before turning once more to leave. But as she drew closer to the revolving exit door, she noticed her neighbor, Frank, out of the corner of her eye. He stood at the customer service desk to her left, growing increasingly agitated. Although the woman speaking with him remained calm and respectful, he shook a fistful of papers in her face, demanding that she look at them once more. A nearby security guard made his way toward them.


    “Sir, I’ve already looked at them and there’s nothing I can do. You need to speak to your insurance company about the matter. But we do have other options for your mother—”


    “I’m not interested. She needs to be here. I want to see a manager!”


    “I am the manager, sir.”


    Frank walked in a circle, shaking his head and muttering to himself. Then he turned and pounded his fist on the desk. The woman jumped, one hand flying to her throat. The guard reached Frank then, closing his hand around his elbow. He immediately started to struggle against the guard’s grip.


    Stay out of it, Story. It’s none of your business.


    But something wouldn’t let her walk away. Obviously, her neighbor had more than a few problems, but at the end of the day, wasn’t he simply a man trying to care for his mother? A mother who would be home alone, possibly in need of medical attention. If he got locked up or detained for causing a scene at the hospital, no one would be there to assisst her.


    If she could help his cause in any way, she needed to step in. Story made her way toward the desk and leaned forward to get the administrator’s attention. “Excuse me—”


    Everything moved so quickly, she hardly had time to comprehend it. With a burst of surprising strength, Frank yanked his arm free of the security guard, knocking him momentarily off-balance. His hand shot out and seized the gun holstered to the guard’s hip. For a split second, the four of them froze. Story’s eyes shot to Frank’s face, but his attention was centered on the gun as if he couldn’t believe he actually held it in his hand. The guard lunged, but Frank swung it around and pointed it straight at the man, who immediately ceased all movement.


    Another guard hastened toward them from her right and Frank noticed, too. She watched through wide eyes as his predicament registered on his face. The second guard would draw his gun any second and fire on him, but he couldn’t remove his aim from the first guard or he would be tackled.


    Frank had no options. Or so Story thought.


    Suddenly, he turned, grabbed her arm, and thrust her in front of him. With cold metal pressed against her neck, she watched both guards automatically hold their hands up over their heads. Her legs threatened to give out beneath her as fear, cold and sharp, lanced through her.


    Behind her, Frank shook, his breath rapid and hot against the top of her head. “Oh God, oh shit. I’m sorry. No, no, no,” he whispered. Then he started dragging her backward toward the bank of offices located behind the administration desk. Despite her overwhelming anxiety, she knew better than to struggle. Obviously, Frank didn’t make a habit of handling firearms and it would be unwise to startle him. As they backed into an empty office, she cast one desperate glance at the lobby. For once, the hundreds of medical personnel and visitors weren’t rushing to get where they were going, instead watching the unusual scene unfolding before them.


    Just as the door closed and cut off her line of vision, she saw Daniel a few yards away, watching with a look of horror on his face, gun drawn at his side.


    …


    Daniel didn’t have any awareness of the rush of activity taking place around him. An unknown length of time passed as he continued staring at the closed office door, trying to see through it. His nightmare was coming true in front of his face, only this time he wouldn’t wake up from it, shivering in his apartment. However, just like the event that had caused his nightmares, the outcome of this hellish situation rested entirely on his shoulders. And this time the stakes were much higher.


    He’d entered the lobby just in time to see Story stop and turn toward a man arguing at the customer service desk, recognition sweeping across her features. Something in the man’s voice had immediately caught his attention, sending a warning signal to his brain. In addition to his extensive training in dealing with the emotionally unstable, his experience with Nora had given him the innate ability to detect notes of hysteria in people’s voices.


    A tingling had begun at the back of his neck, quickly spreading through his entire system, his heart beating loud and insistent in his ears. It had suddenly become vital that he keep Story away from that man. Something was definitely wrong. Automatically, his hand had slipped inside his jacket and closed around the butt of his gun, but dammit, there’d been too many people in the way. He could barely draw breath with her name stuck in his throat.


    That’s when everything went to hell.


    Story, his Story, trapped in an office with a mentally ill man wielding a gun. He couldn’t fathom how they’d gotten there, only that he hadn’t been quick enough. Hadn’t gotten to her in time. Just minutes ago, he’d been worried about her leaving the state. Now he faced the possibility of her…no, he couldn’t think about that. Refused to.


    The present snapped back into focus with the sound of sirens in the distance. If he didn’t pull himself together and focus, he could lose her. Daniel forced himself to build a wall around his emotions. Story’s life was in the balance. He had to find a way to get her out safely.


    Everything he’d worked and trained for had prepared him for this moment. His hand fumbled in his pocket where his phone buzzed incessantly.


    “Chase,” he answered, knowing dispatch would be on the other end. “I’m already here.”


    A minute later, NYPD officers and Emergency Services members swarmed the hospital lobby. He made eye contact with Matt, who entered holding a sniper rifle, although in this case it wouldn’t do them any good considering Story and the hostage-taker were holed up inside a windowless office. “What do we got?” Matt asked, tossing him a bulletproof vest. Several other ESU members formed a circle around Daniel as their eyes swept the lobby.


    He took a deep breath to ease the overwhelming anxiety. “One male perp with a handgun. One female hostage. I witnessed him prior to taking the hostage and we’ll be operating under the assumption that he is suffering from a mental illness. That means the perp cannot, under any circumstances, feel threatened or we risk the life of the hostage. She appears to know him in some way and that might work in our favor.”


    Daniel nodded at the tech specialist who approached the circle, gear slung over his right shoulder. “I need the phone number to that specific office line immediately.” He looked at the rest of the group. “Get into position, but keep your distance. If he opens the door, we don’t want to spook him with guns in his face. Do not fire unless you cannot miss. I can’t stress the importance of that.” He looked Matt in the eye. “The hostage is Jack Brooks’s daughter.”


    And the love of my life.


    …


    Story sat cross-legged on the office floor watching Frank pace back and forth in front of the door, blocking her escape. His demeanor did nothing to reassure her. With each passing minute, his desperation seemed to grow, his mutterings running together until she couldn’t make them out. He gripped the gun in a shaky hand, waving it to emphasize specific words in his tirade, clearly having lost his grip on reality.


    She tried to focus on the positive. Ten minutes had passed since entering the office, which was a good thing. Having read Jack’s book, she knew that the first few minutes of a hostage situation were the most dangerous. She hadn’t resisted in the slightest, another point in her favor.


    She’d yet to actually address Frank, taking the time instead to gain her composure. Remaining calm was essential. The ten minutes had served to cool the adrenaline spiking through her blood and she felt capable now of taking the next step. Asking the right questions and listening. Unlike most hostages, she had the advantage of already knowing her captor’s motivation. Medical care for his mother. Now she had to find a way to get it for him.


    Her gaze went to the phone sitting silent on the desk. She knew it would ring momentarily and Daniel would be on the other end. In the meantime, she could at least help grease the wheels. Build a rapport. Give him control. Stay calm.


    “Frank?” Story began quietly, not wanting to alarm him. “You remember me, right? I’m your neighbor, Story.”


    His pacing abruptly ceased and he looked perplexed. “Of course I remember you. You’re the only person in the building who talks to me.”


    She couldn’t wait to someday tell her students that being nice might help save your life. “Y-yes. I’ve been meaning to stop by and say hello but my father has been ill. You know how stressful that can be.” She gave him a small smile and reminded herself not to look down at the gun. “How is your mother?”


    “Terrible,” he spat. “She’s terrible. And stubborn. She doesn’t want to die and leave me with hospital bills. The insurance company and the hospital are in league together, you know. Everything is about money with them. Greedy bastards.”


    She nodded, but didn’t agree verbally. Her manipulation had to be subtle or she might do more harm than good. “Frank, if I could help, would you let me?”


    His brows slashed down over his eyes. “How?”


    The phone picked that moment to start ringing. Story flinched at the noise. Frank’s eyes shot toward the desk. He drew the gun and pointed it at her once more, startled by the suddenness of the sound. She didn’t think he would shoot her on purpose, but in his current state, he might pull the trigger by accident. Keep talking. Ignore the phone. Get him to focus.


    “That’s my friend on the phone,” she said, drawing his scattered attention back to her. “He can get help for your mom. If I ask him to, he’ll have a doctor at your apartment in five minutes.”


    “Five minutes,” he repeated, splitting his attention between her and the ringing phone. His expression was a mixture of confused and hopeful. “Why would he do that?”


    Story didn’t know how to respond. He wants to help you would sound too patronizing and he wouldn’t buy it. She went with her instinct and told him the truth. “Because he doesn’t know you. And he thinks you might hurt me. It’s his job to make sure I don’t get hurt, so he’s going to give you whatever you want.”


    He looked perplexed. “Hurt you?”


    She nodded, relieved by his genuine confusion. “Frank, do you want me to pick up the phone? I’ll give my friend your address and tell him to send a doctor straight to your mom.”


    His face screwed up like he might cry. “Okay,” he choked out.


    Moving extra slowly, Story reached for the phone.


    …


    “Hi, Daniel.”


    His entire body sagged at the sound of Story’s voice. He hadn’t allowed himself to contemplate the possibility that she might be hurt or worse, but it had been in the back of his mind all the same. When he got her out of that damn office, he wasn’t letting go of her for a very long time. She wasn’t clear of danger yet, though. Concentrating had become increasingly difficult with the arrival of Jack, who now stood behind him in hospital scrubs, practically breathing down his neck. Like Daniel, he was frantic to get Story out safely.


    With the help of his team’s efficiency, they’d learned through the hospital that the hostage-taker’s name was Frank and he lived in the same building as Jack, explaining how Story recognized him. Information had been provided about his mother, giving Daniel the man’s motivation.


    Blocking out everything but Story’s voice, Daniel spoke calmly, not knowing if the perp could overhear him. “Are you injured?”


    “No, I’m fine.” Daniel heard a male voice in the background and her muffled response, telling him the perp couldn’t hear his end of the conversation. “Frank is my neighbor and he won’t hurt me.”


    “I knew that kid was off,” Jack ground out behind him.


    “Is that Jack out there? He really shouldn’t be under any stress.”


    Daniel threw a warning glance at his mentor over his shoulder. Despite Story’s assurance, he wouldn’t take any chances with her life. Especially when he knew firsthand how people could behave when under incredible stress. At this point, he would normally ask to speak with the perp, but Story had already established a relationship and he needed to use that. “I’m going to get you out of there, sunshine. Tell Frank that we know about his mother. A doctor is already on the way to her.”


    Her sigh of relief sounded wonderful against his ear. She relayed that information to Frank, and Daniel strained to hear his response, but couldn’t make it out.


    “He wants to talk to his mother, to make sure the doctor is really there.”


    “Done.” Daniel gestured to his technician, who was already dialing a phone. This was his opening. He could use it to get inside and protect her. “I don’t want to hang up with you. Will he allow me to bring a cell phone inside?”


    Muffled conversation. “I don’t think he likes that idea.”


    He cursed under his breath. “Listen to me. I can’t put the call through without him letting you go in exchange. If I do that, I lose my leverage and he has no reason to free you. So this is what we’re going to do. We’re going to trade me for you. I’ll come in with the cell phone, unarmed, and he’ll let you out.”


    “Daniel, no.” Her voice trembled. “I won’t let you do that.”


    “It’s my choice. It’s the only choice.” Daniel exhaled a shaky breath, acutely aware how many officers could overhear his conversation. But none of it mattered. Only she did. “I won’t risk you. I love you too much.”


    She choked back a sob. Her next words were whispered. “I love you, too. That’s why I’m going to hang up. Put the call through.”


    His heart stopped cold. “No, Story. Please—”


    “Trust me,” she said, and hung up.


    His precious connection with her broken, Daniel yanked off his headset and let it fall to the ground. It landed with a clatter at his feet, but the sound barely registered over the dull roar in his ears. The recurring nightmare played in his head, only this time Nora pointed the gun at Story, Daniel nowhere in the vicinity to stop the bullet. With considerable effort, he dragged himself out of the hideous daydream and focused. It’s not over. Pull it together.


    He turned to look at Jack, who was already making plans with several officers to enter the room by force. It was a bad call. Daniel knew it in his gut. He’d just lectured Jack on the importance of trusting Story. This was not at all what he’d had in mind, but now he had no choice but to put his money where his mouth was.


    “No,” he interrupted firmly. “We wait.”


    Everyone, including Jack, froze. “Danny, we can’t leave it up to her. The situation is too delicate. We need to go in.”


    “I’m running point here, Jack. And we’re waiting.” Resolutely, he addressed the technician. “Put the call through.” He turned once more to face the door. Trust me, she’d said.


    “Come on, sunshine,” he whispered under his breath.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Story knelt by the desk, watching as Frank ended the phone call with his mother and replaced the receiver in its cradle. Very slowly, she stood and made eye contact with him, gently bringing him back to their situation. “It sounds like they’re taking good care of your mother.”


    He didn’t respond.


    “I’m sure you want to get home to her now.”


    “I know you just want to leave,” he whispered in a shaky voice. “But once you’re gone, they’ll just shoot me.”


    Story tried hard to maintain a relaxed expression. She could see him starting to regret the deal they’d made and needed to reassure him before he changed his mind completely. “You’re right. I do want to leave. It’s almost lunchtime and I’m starting to get hungry,” she returned lightly, grateful Daniel and Jack couldn’t hear her. They’d definitely worry for her sanity. But her instincts told her not to force him to overthink the situation. He needed to feel as though his issue had been resolved and they could move forward. When he glanced toward the door warily, she pressed forward. “If you don’t get home right away, I’ll make sure your mom gets something to eat for lunch and dinner. You have my word.”


    For long, interminable moments, she thought he would decline. Then he said, “She likes the shrimp scampi from Don Carlo’s. Two doors down from our building.”


    It had to be seafood. “Great. Shrimp it is.” She made her final push. “I’m going to open the door now. Okay, Frank?”


    Frank followed her to the exit and crouched down behind her, repeating “don’t shoot, don’t shoot” under his breath until the possibility began to alarm her as well. Since speaking with his mother on the phone, he’d calmed down considerably, but now that they were leaving the office, his agitation had increased once again.


    “They will not shoot you. I promise. You trust me, right?”


    “Yes. But I don’t trust them.”


    A little bit of her composure slipped. It had been a really shitty morning thus far. “Well, if they do shoot, I’m the one who will get hit. So you should feel pretty damn good about that.”


    To her surprise, when Frank spoke she could hear a smile in his voice. Oh sure, now his sense of humor makes an appearance. “I guess so.”


    “All right then, here we go.” She turned the knob and nudged the door open with her foot. With her hands up the air, she took in the scene before her with a sense of shock. At least a hundred officers were positioned in various spots around the lobby. Jack stood at the forefront looking extremely anxious, but relieved to see her. She tried not to be alarmed when she didn’t see Daniel anywhere.


    When no one said anything, she decided they must be waiting for her to speak. “Frank left his gun inside on the desk. Please don’t shoot.” Story waited until Jack finished barking out a command before stepping out of the office.


    Daniel moved so fast from her left, she barely had time to register it was him beside her. With a strong hand on her shoulder, he thrust her behind him, inserting his body between her and Frank. Several officers sprang forward to take hold of Frank’s arms and handcuff him. His body coiled with tension, Daniel kept his gun trained determinedly on Frank, refusing to lower it until she wrapped her arms around his waist and nuzzled his upper back with her cheek. Breath shuddering in and out, his arm finally went slack.


    He turned then, arms crushing her against his chest in a fierce hug. Somehow, just being held by him cured her of all the pain and fear of the morning, as though he was absorbing it into his own body. She inhaled his scent hungrily. It calmed her and invigorated her at the same time.


    “Dammit, Story. Don’t you ever do that again.”


    “Get taken hostage?” she struggled to say as the breath whooshed from her lungs. “I’ll try not to.”


    “You know what I’m talking about,” Daniel growled into her hair. “You shut me out. Do you have any idea what the last five minutes has been like?”


    “But you trusted me. You knew I could do it.”


    “Yes,” he replied unevenly. “That didn’t make it any easier.”


    Story pulled back and laid a soft kiss on his lips. “Thank you.”


    “Damned if I know what you’re thanking me for, but I’ll take it.” Daniel shook his head. “Tell me you know this thing between us is real,” he said urgently. “Tell me you know that.”


    “I know,” she whispered. “Of course I know.”


    Then he leaned down and kissed Story until her legs went weak.


    A throat cleared loudly. She pulled back to find Jack averting his eyes just beyond Daniel’s shoulder. A blush crept across her skin as she moved out of Daniel’s embrace.


    “Dad, you really shouldn’t be out of bed.”


    He sat down in a chair retrieved by Daniel. “I guess I should be glad you’re not too mad to care about my health.” For once in his life, it appeared Jack didn’t know what to say. He gestured toward the office door. “You got out of there almost entirely on your own. Maybe I should offer you a job.”


    Daniel pulled her roughly against his side, clearly not feeling that idea at all. She rubbed circles into his stiff back. “Oh, it wasn’t too hard once he got what he wanted.” Clearly detecting the note of mischief in her tone, Jack narrowed his eyes. “I told Frank we’d get his mother a live-in nurse. And that you would pay for any expenses the insurance won’t cover.” She smiled brightly. “Since you had enough cash lying around to bribe my fiancé, this should be no sweat.”


    “Ex-fiancé,” Daniel clarified gruffly.


    Jack could hardly keep the grin from his face. “Deny it all you want, you are your father’s daughter.”


    Story smiled, but after a moment grew serious. “When everything calms down, we need to talk. No more behind-the-scenes string-pulling from you. Promise me, Dad.”


    He gave a single nod in Daniel’s direction. “I’ve already been read the riot act. Daniel, you get her on home. I’ll handle any paperwork and postpone her statement until later.”


    Daniel smirked. “Not even out of the hospital yet and he’s already giving orders.”


    After Story secured yet another grudging agreement from Jack that he would go back to his room and rest, Daniel took her hand and led her toward the hospital entrance, blocking her from the news cameras and reporters taking pictures outside. They ducked into the back of a waiting squad car with an officer behind the wheel, and seconds later were flying down Second Avenue. Ignoring the driver, Daniel pulled Story onto his lap and buried his face in her neck.


    Since walking out of the office, Story’s emotions had been all over the map. She’d stemmed the flow of adrenaline in order to deal with Frank, but now that the danger had passed, she didn’t feel tethered to reality. If it weren’t for Daniel’s arms around her, she felt like she might float away. She craved more of him. Needed him to surround her. Bring her back down to earth. Story knew she was experiencing the aftereffects of being in a dangerous situation, but didn’t care. Only knew what she needed and that Daniel could provide it.


    On her thigh, his warm hand rested protectively, but beneath it her skin began to tingle, the heat moving higher until it settled between her legs. As if on cue, his mouth parted against her neck to taste her skin. The air around them felt stifling, hot.


    She shifted slightly in his lap and put her lips to his ears. “I need you,” she breathed. Beneath her, she felt his stomach and thigh muscles tighten and had to force herself not to squirm. They weren’t alone in the car.


    He grazed her earlobe with his teeth. “It’s about time.”


    The normally quiet hallway of Jack’s building held a dozen police officers and medical personnel when they arrived. Several curious glances were thrown their way, but Daniel and Story couldn’t get inside the apartment fast enough. As soon as the door closed, she pushed Daniel against it, desperation and leftover fear mixing together until her sole focus became Daniel. Her need for him.


    His fevered eyes watched her make quick work of the buttons on his shirt before ripping it off over his shoulders. Beneath her greedy hands, his chest and stomach muscles dipped and swelled with his rapid breaths. “God yes, baby. Take what’s yours.”


    Story’s mouth sought his. Tongues met, testing, before their lips slanted over each other in a kiss that shook her soul.


    With a moan, Daniel pulled away just slightly. His eyes, dark and heavy with arousal, searched her face. “Tell me you’re really okay first. Tell me you aren’t hurt anywhere.”


    “I’m okay,” she assured him in a rush. “I just want you so bad.”


    Before the words left her mouth entirely, his hands dug into her hair and he spoke against her forehead. “Christ, I almost lost you today. Never again.”


    “Never again,” Story repeated, her heart lodged in her throat. “Please, Daniel.”


    Daniel groaned, his hands dropping to the hem of her dress. “Just tell me how you want it, gorgeous.”


    Story leaned forward and nipped his chest with her teeth, loving the way his muscles jumped in response. She looked up and met his eyes. “Fast. Hard.”


    He whirled her around until they’d exchanged positions, her back to the door. His hands moved quickly beneath her dress, yanking the panties down her legs, then sinking two fingers deep into her heat, pushing, flexing. She cried out at the desperately needed pressure, but he removed them just as quickly to draw down the zipper of his pants. As his erection sprang from the opening, she bit her lip in anticipation.


    Strong hands clenched into fists at his sides, his eyes swept her body hungrily. “Baby, I’m feeling a little crazy right now. If I’m too rough, promise me you’ll say something.”


    Heart swelling with love, Story wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed the underside of his jaw. “I promise, I promise.”


    In one lithe movement, Daniel palmed her ass and lifted her up, allowing her to wrap her legs around his waist. As he strode toward the bedroom with Story wrapped around him, her lips traveled the length of his neck, urging him to hurry. To get her into bed and slake her urgent need. If she didn’t feel Daniel moving inside her soon, she would scream. She knew the same urgency existed in him, could feel his demanding length slide against her with each step he took, creating an incredible friction.


    Halfway to the bedroom, he froze. It took Story a moment to realize they’d stopped moving, but she eventually tore her mouth away from his neck. His heated brown eyes were fixed on something in the living room. She followed his gaze and saw what had caught his attention.


    Her packed suitcases, still side by side in front of the couch.


    Story opened her mouth to explain, but Daniel angrily cut her off. “All right, that’s it.” Once again, he marched toward the bedroom, his stride considerably more determined than before. No sooner had they crossed the threshold than he tossed her onto the bed, where she bounced once into the air. Hurriedly, he stripped off his pants and kicked them aside before crawling toward her on the bed. Stalking her. The look on his face could only be described as a snarl. “I’ve been extremely patient, Story. I gave you five long, frustrating days to think. Then this morning, I came face-to-face with the punk you were going to marry. I listened to him declare his love for you and then watched you leave with him. Do you have any idea what that was like? And then you have the nerve, the nerve, to get taken hostage at gunpoint. As if that wasn’t bad enough, you hung up on me and put your life at risk.”


    On her elbows, she edged backward toward the headboard. “Daniel—”


    “No, no, let me finish.” His hand closed around her ankle and dragged her beneath his naked body. “You said you loved me. No one has ever said that to me before and it meant something. So if you think I’m going to let you get on a goddamn plane and fly out of my life, you’ve got another think coming.” One strong hand grasped her knee and curled it around his waist. When he ground his erection into her damp center, her head fell back onto the mattress with a whimper. “I will follow you, do you understand me? You don’t get to swoop in, make me fall in love with you, and bail. That’s not how this is going to work.” Daniel rotated his hips once, twice. “Can you live without this? Because I can’t. I won’t.”


    Story gasped as he thrust into her, hard. “Wait, listen. You—”


    Placing his weight on his forearms, he stilled completely and leaned down to speak urgently against her lips. “Don’t send me back out into the darkness, sunshine. Please.”


    His fervent plea broke through the staggering need rocketing through her. “I have to go back to California to get the rest of my things,” she managed.


    “Not going to happen.” Daniel drove himself deeper, but then his intense eyes shot to hers. “Wait. What?”


    With her thighs starting to shake around his hips, she released an unsteady laugh. “God, you picked a really inconvenient time to talk about this.”


    “Answer me,” he demanded, ending on a groan when she squeezed him with the muscles inside her, enticing him to move.


    “My bags are packed because I’m moving in with Hayden. I’m staying. In New York.” She tangled her fingers in his hair and nipped at his lips with her teeth. “Although I have a feeling I’ll be spending a lot of nights at your place.”


    Daniel’s brown eyes scanned her face. He didn’t speak for a moment. “You’re damn right you will,” he said, words thick with emotion. “I’m going to make you so happy, baby. I promise.”


    She blinked away the tears blurring her vision and smiled up at him. “You’ve got sixty seconds to prove you’re not just a bunch of talk.”


    Daniel threw back his head and laughed. “You’re on.”

  


  
    Do you love sexy, dominant cops? Try


    Protecting What’s His


    the first book in the Line of Duty series by Tessa Bailey


    She’s running from the law, and the law wants her bad.


    The opportunity was just too damn delicious for Ginger Peet to pass up. The purse full of money she finds—$50,000 to be exact—could give her and her teen sister the new start they need. So she grabs the cash, her gothy sibling, and their life-sized statue of Dolly Parton, and blows outta Nashville in a cloud of dust. Chicago, here we come…


    Turns out, Chicago has some pretty hot cops. Hot, intense, naughty-lookin’ cops like Derek Tyler, who looks like he could eat a girl up and leave her begging for more. And more. Tempting as he is, getting involved with the sexy homicide lieutenant next door poses a teensy problem for a gal who’s on the lam. But one thing is certain—Derek’s onto her, and he wants more than just a taste.


    And as far as he’s concerned, possession is nine-tenths of the law.


    Amazon | B&N | Kobo | iTunes

  


  
    And when you’re ready for more, grab


    His Risk to Take


    the second story in the Line of Duty series by Tessa Bailey


    The greater the risk, the hotter the reward…


    Homicide cop Troy Bennett had a reputation with the Chicago PD for being fearless and in control—until the night his daredevil partner is killed during a raid. From that moment on, he swears he’ll never again be responsible for the loss of a loved one. To escape his demons, Troy transfers to the NYPD, bringing him up close and personal with Ruby Elliott, a beautiful, street-savvy pool hustler.


    Reckless and stubbornly independent, Ruby embodies everything Troy’s avoiding, but when she walks into the pub he’s at with his new coworkers and blows his carefully laid plans to hell, Troy knows he has to have her—risks be damned. But there’s a connection between Ruby’s shadowed past and a case Troy’s working involving a notorious Brooklyn felon, throwing her safety into jeopardy. Confronted with his biggest fear, will Troy push Ruby away to keep her safe or fight to keep her in his arms where she belongs?


    Amazon | B&N | Kobo | iTunes

  


  
    Can’t get enough of Tessa’s stories?


    Lovers Unmasked


    a Halloween anthology featuring four of Brazen’s bestselling authors!


    Mystery and intrigue surround Halloween night as friends surrender to long-hidden desires, lovers relinquish control, and the heat of passion threatens to consume them all…


    Danielle has a plan—use the company Halloween party to seduce the sexy mail guy who works a few floors up who she’s been meeting for coffee for the past few months. The only problem? He’s not who she thinks he is, and he has seduction plans of his own.


    Kindergarten teachers aren’t known for breaking the rules, but Steph is ready to go undercover—and get under the covers—to work her magic on her best friend, Landon. Sexy costume necessary, multiple orgasms crucial, real identity optional.


    When Stacy discovers her sex-on-a-stick ex at her Hollywood Halloween blow-out, she decides to show the cocky homicide detective exactly what he’s been missing. But she’s not the only one plotting revenge, and Ian’s the only one who can save her.


    Lieutenant Derek Tyler and Ginger Peet have overcome every seemingly impossible hurdle on the path to happiness, but when they each receive life-changing news on the same day, will their hard-won trust stand up to the test? Or will their attempts to shield one another drive them apart?


    Enjoy your tricks and treats in this sexy anthology featuring bestselling authors Katee Robert, Cari Quinn, Samanthe Beck, and Tessa Bailey.


    Amazon | B&N | Kobo | iTunes
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    New York Times and USA TODAY bestselling author Tessa Bailey lives in Brooklyn, New York, with her husband and young daughter. When she isn’t writing or reading romance, she enjoys a good argument and thirty-minute recipes.


    www.tessabailey.com
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    If you love sexy military men, try


    One Night with a Hero


    the second book in the Heroes series by


    NYT bestselling author Laura Kaye


    He wants just one night…


    After growing up with an abusive, alcoholic father, Army Special Forces Sgt. Brady Scott vowed never to marry or have kids. Sent stateside to get his head on straight—and his anger in check—Brady’s looking for a distraction. He finds it in his beautiful new neighbor’s one-night-only offer for hot sex, but her ability to make him forget is addictive. Suddenly, Brady’s not so sure he can stay away.


    …what they need is each other.


    Orphaned as a child, community center director Joss Daniels swore she’d never put herself in a position to be left behind again, but she can’t deny herself one sizzling night with the sexy soldier who makes her laugh and kisses her senseless. When Joss discovers she’s pregnant, Brady’s rejection leaves her feeling abandoned. Now, they must overcome their fears before they lose the love and security they’ve found in each other, but can they let go of the past to create a future together?


    Amazon | B&N | Kobo | iTunes

  


  
    Meet Reid, Brazen’s very first bad boy...


    Seducing Cinderella


    the first book in the Fighting for Love series by NYT bestselling author Gina L. Maxwell


    He’ll teach her the art of seduction…for a price.


    Mixed martial arts fighter Reid Andrews’s chance to reclaim his title as light heavyweight champ is shattered when he’s injured only months before the rematch. To make sure he’s healed in time, his trainer sends him to recuperate under a professional’s care—Reid’s best friend’s little sister, all grown up.


    Disorganized and bookish Lucie Miller needs some professional help of her own. She’d do anything to catch the eye of a doctor she’s crushed on for years, so when Reid offers seduction lessons in exchange for 24/7 conditioning for the biggest fight of his career, Lucie jumps at the chance.


    Soon Reid finds himself in the fight of his life…winning Lucie’s heart before she gives it to someone else.


    Amazon | B&N | Kobo | iTunes
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